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1. Overview 

The Cincinnati Election Reform Commission includes representatives of Cincinnati’s 

three political parties and appointees of Mayor Charles Luken.  The Commission was asked to 

consider a number of election and structural reform proposals, including whether our City 

Council should be elected by Districts, whether Cincinnati should return to proportional 

representation voting for Council elections, and whether there should be changes with respect to 

the powers of the Mayor.  (Resolution, Attachment A.) 

Over the last fifteen years, Cincinnatians have voted on several changes to the way City 

officials are elected and City government is organized.1  The most recent change was adopted in 

May 1999.  For the first time since the creation of the Council/Manager form of government in 

the 1920’s, Cincinnatians authorized the direct election of the Mayor.  The directly-elected 

Mayor initiates the selection and removal of the City Manager.  The City Council retained the 

power to approve the selection or removal of the City Manager.  Under that system, the City 

Manager reports to both Council and the Mayor. 

Another proposal that has been debated in Cincinnati over two decades, but which has 

never appeared on the ballot, is election of Council members by District.  Since the creation of 

the Council/Manager form of government in the 1920’s, Cincinnati City Council has consisted of 

nine Council members, elected at large, either by proportional representation, or since the mid-

1950’s by the current 9X system. 

In undertaking its work, the Commission considered and studied proposals for enhancing 

the power of the Mayor, District elections for Council members, proportional representations, 

and other less significant changes.  Each of our proposals had varying degrees of support as 

1 See Attachment B, List of Election Reform Issues on the Ballot and Outcomes. 
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noted below.  Our proposals reflect the belief by many of us and among many members of the 

community that Cincinnati needs more accountable and effective governmental and political 

mechanisms to respond to the serious challenges our City faces. 

Our Charter members have prepared a Minority Report which will either be attached to 

this Report or separately provided to Council.  The Minority Report indicates the extent to which 

members of the Commission join in that Report. 

2. The Purpose and Goals of the Commission 

When we began our work, the Commission identified our mission, strategies and goals 

for evaluating proposals to make our election and governmental structures more effective for 

these times. 

(a) Cincinnati Election Reform Commission Mission 

The purpose of the Commission was to determine whether Cincinnati’s current electoral 

system is serving the City well, and, if not, recommend a better system to City Council and the 

Public.

 Possible Alternatives To Be Studied:

 • Election of Council by District 

 • Election of Council by Proportional Representation 

 • Executive Mayor 

 • Other Alternatives or Combinations Proposed by the Public 

(b) Cincinnati Election Reform Commission Strategies 

 • Conduct Public Hearings 

 • Solicit Public Input 



3

 • Consult Experts 

 • Evaluate Systems Used in Other Cities 

 • Examine Options Such as District Elections, Proportional Representation, 

Combined District and At-Large Systems, and Executive Mayor 

(c) Factors To Consider In Deciding Whether An Election System Serves 

Cincinnati Well 

 • Accountability 

 • Representative/Inclusive 

 • Equitable 

 • Easily Understood 

 • Encourages Higher Voter Turnout 

 • Reduces the Dollars Required to Run a Campaign 

 • Ability of Voters to Make Informed Decisions 

 • Demands and Promotes Leadership by Elected Officials 

 • System Is Efficient and Effective 

 • Encourages Competition 

 • Encourage Regional Cooperation 

3. The Commission’s Effort to Seek Out Citizen Input and Expert Advice 

During October and November 2003, the Commission conducted three public hearings at 

locations in Bond Hill, Westwood and Oakley for the purpose of soliciting citizen input.  The 

hearings were broadly publicized and relatively well attended.  The Commission hearings were 

telecast over City cable so as to further discussion in the community about the possibility of 

election and structural changes for the City.  While there was no effort to scientifically measure 

input received at these public hearings, a slight majority of those in attendance appeared to favor 
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the election of Council members by Districts.  But some citizens did express support for 

maintaining the at-large system for Council elections and proportional representation. 

The Commission recognized that input received at public hearings would not necessarily 

represent the views of all our citizens.  As a result, we commissioned a public opinion poll done 

by Public Opinion Strategies, a polling organization which has conducted public opinion polling 

in Cincinnati since 1993.   A summary of the Public Opinion Strategies Poll, conducted January 

13 and 14, 2004, is attached hereto as Attachment C.  A separate section of this report discusses 

aspects of that poll many of us considered to be significant.   

The City Council resolution creating the Commission asked that any recommendation 

calling for District elections include appropriate maps.  To draw District maps, the Commission 

obtained the services of Mr. Bob Dykes of Triad Research in Cleveland, Ohio. Mr. Dykes is a 

recognized expert in legislative apportionment.  We asked Mr. Dykes to prepare maps showing 

fifteen, nine and six Districts, which would preserve to the extent possible neighborhood 

boundaries, create relatively compact Districts, and comply with applicable federal law.  During 

the course of this work, the Commission rejected outright a fifteen-district proposal.  The 

Commission approved for Council’s consideration two District maps: one showing nine Districts 

and one showing six Districts.  These separate maps are attached hereto as Attachment D. 

Finally, the Commission sought information on systems used by other comparable cities 

in America.  We identified and obtained the services of Craig Wheeland, Ph.D., from Villanova 

University, a nationally recognized expert in local government structures.  Dr. Wheeland 

prepared a report and supplemental report for us along with a Power Point presentation.  Those 

items are attached hereto as Attachment E. 
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In order to obtain these professional services, the Commission, by resolution, solicited 

financial supports from a number of local business and civic organizations.  The Cincinnati 

Business Committee and the Greater Cincinnati Chamber of Commerce have graciously assisted 

the Commission with the financial support needed to pay for these professional services.

4. A Summary of the Polling Information 

The polling by Neil Newhouse showed that the political environment in Cincinnati is not 

a positive one.  Voters overwhelmingly believe (by a margin of 63% to 28%) that the City is off 

on the wrong track.  And two-thirds of voters believe the city is falling behind other similar 

communities.  A strong majority (by a margin of 56% to 38%) believe that the current City 

Manager system does not work well.  The sentiment for change runs across partisan, geographic 

and racial lines in the City. In fact, only 15% of self-described Charterites believe the current 

system could be kept as is.  The hard part is determining what type of change a majority of 

citizens will support. 

There is majority support for an executive mayor being in charge of city government with 

the support of a professional manager , citing a belief that the change would make the mayor 

more accountable  to the voters and give him/her the authority to get things done.   

On City Council election reforms, voters are more divided, but a majority do believe the 

current 9X system makes it difficult to hold individual members accountable. When presented 

with electoral options, 43% supported district systems and 33% supported continuing 9X. 

Regardless of their preference for districts, nearly two-thirds of voters do agree that district 

elections will increase accountability of individual City Council members to voters, and will give 

neighborhoods better representation because they will have their own Council member.  
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In short, the polling showed that the voters of Cincinnati are not satisfied with the current 

affairs of the City, desire change, and seem willing to support a strong Mayor and district 

election system for City Council.     

5. A Summary of Dr. Wheeland’s Report 

Dr. Wheeland confirmed that the form of government impacts local government 

performance. The nature of the institution influences how elected officials will act. Ambiguity 

and conflict over responsibilities can result in officials not acting appropriately due to conflicting 

understandings of their roles. 

Dr. Wheeland’s report provides a nationwide perspective on the institutional features of 

U. S. city charters, particularly those with more than 250,000 residents.  There are two principal 

forms of city government for larger U.S. cities: 

The Council/Manager Form

In its traditional form, this system features a relatively small Council, elected at large, 

with a professional Manager appointed and removed by Council, in charge of the city 

administration.  In this form, the Mayor is usually a member of Council, not directly elected.  Dr. 

Wheeland describes this system as a “unification of powers” with Council exercising legislative 

powers and executive powers delegated to an appointed Manager.  In cities with a population 

over 250,000, forty percent use the Council/Manager form or variations. 

The Mayor/Council Form

This form follows the separation of powers concept used in the state and federal systems.  

The City Council holds legislative power and approves the annual budget.  The Mayor exercises 

executive power, directing the city administration and choosing (and removing) department 

heads.  In cities with a population over 250,000, sixty percent use the Mayor/Council system, 
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most frequently in conjunction with Councils elected by district, or by a mixed system of district 

and at-large Council members. 

Dr. Wheeland’s report lists the advantages and disadvantages of both systems.  The 

national trend has been away from the traditional Council/Manager system in larger cities, with 

further empowerment of Mayors to enhance their ability to provide more focused political 

leadership.  Attachment F shows the forms used in the largest American cities. 

Cities such as Albuquerque, Oakland, and Philadelphia using the Mayor/Council form 

have enhanced professional leadership by creating a Chief Administrative Officer position to 

assist the elected Mayor. 

Cincinnati is unusual among larger cities, with a Manager initially selected by a directly 

elected Mayor, but reporting both to Council and the Mayor. Dr. Wheeland notes that “giving 

the Mayor a general veto power in Council-Manager cities and the power to nominate the City 

Manager and initiate the Manager’s removal creates rules that can make it difficult for the Mayor 

to lead Council and for the City Manager to respond to both the City Council and the Mayor 

when conflict is present.”  (Report, p. 15.)

Dr. Wheeland observed that our existing system is set-up to fail because the City 

Manager has to report to both a Mayor and nine Council members. This unusual 

Council/Manager system arose from compromises made in 1999, when the initial “Strong 

Mayor” initiative was proposed. Those compromises have caused the lack of institutional clarity 

that results in ten people claiming to be the Manager's boss and directing his/her activities.  

Throughout the nation, professional City Managers continue to provide professional city 

management in a strong mayor system as a Chief Administrative Officer (CAO) or Deputy 

Mayor.  A CAO appointed by the Mayor could still be an ICMA credentialed manager, with a 
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graduate degree, experience in municipal government and a commitment to the ICMA code of 

ethics.  Such a CAO would be required to have forty hours of continuing education per year in 

seventeen core competency areas.  

6. Commission Recommendations 

(a) Change to a Mayor/Council system, with the creation of a “Chief 

Administrative Officer” position 

Dr. Wheeland identified three potential strategies for addressing the basic structure of our 

City government: 

(i) Maintain the status quo, hoping that citizens’ satisfaction with city 

government will improve with time. 

(ii) Return to a more traditional “Council/Manager” relationship between the 

Mayor, City Manager and Council, with the Mayor returning to City 

Council and having no greater reporting relationship with the City 

Manager than other members of Council. 

(iii) Further empowering the Mayor by adopting a more traditional 

Mayor/Council form of government, with professional management 

provided by a Chief Administrative Officer appointed and removed solely 

by the Mayor. 

By a vote of 10-3, the Commission recommends this last alternative, shifting to a Mayor/Council 

form.  The current system, with the City Manager reporting both to the Mayor and Council, is 

confusing, ineffective and inefficient.  This structure not only frustrates efficient administration 

but fragments leadership.  Citizens do not know on whose desk “the buck stops” when 
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contentious decisions are made.  The present system has not helped the City cope with the 

variety of challenges we have faced in recent years.   

For instance, we believe that an appointed City Manager as CEO has limited ability to 

bridge our City's racial divide.  Leading a city involves more than directing staff, preparing 

budgets and monitoring contracts.  Strong mayors can tackle tough issues through use of the 

bully pulpit, political capital and moral courage.  A strong Mayor can speak to and for the people 

and provide critical solutions, roles an appointed Manager cannot fill.  Dr. Wheeland cited 

Philadelphia as one example where then-Mayor Ed Rendell avoided racial conflict through 

strong political leadership to defuse a brewing crisis.

Citizens expect strong leadership from the Mayor.  To provide that leadership, that office 

must have the authority that will allow him or her to perform to the expectations of the citizens.  

With the authority to take charge of the City administration through the appointment of a CAO 

and other key department heads, the Mayor will be fully accountable to the citizens, with real 

authority to make strategic decisions for the City that can then be carried out by the 

administration.  The Mayor can be the true leader of the City, while Council members can 

concentrate more on constituent services in their neighborhoods, and passing laws and the budget 

as the legislative body of the City. 

Our specific recommendations on this issue are summarized as follows: 

1. The Mayor will be the Chief Executive Officer of the City. 

2. The Mayor shall appoint and can remove without Council approval a CAO who 

would report to the Mayor.  The CAO would have the type of professional 

credentials required of the City Manager under Section 1, Article IV of the current 

Charter (“shall be appointed solely on the basis of his or her executive and 
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administrative qualifications and need not, when appointed, be a resident of the 

City or State”).  In essence, the CAO will be the Chief Administrative Officer of 

the City, with duties and responsibilities for the overall management of the City, 

under the direction of the Mayor. 

3. The CAO will have those administrative duties assigned by the Mayor to assure 

the efficient operation of the City. 

4. The Mayor will have the power to appoint, without Council approval, the 

Administrative Officers identified in Article IV, Sections 5, 6, 7, and 9 (City 

Solicitor, Director of Finance, Director of Public Utilities, Superintendent of 

Water Works), and other department heads and administrations currently 

appointed by the Manager. 

5. The Mayor will continue to have the power to appoint members of the Boards and 

Commissions, but without Council “advice and consent.”   

6. Mayor’s Legislative Role.  The recommendation is that the Executive and 

Legislative roles be separated, with the Mayor responsible as an executive for the 

administration of the City with the assistance of the CAO, and the Council 

responsible for the legislative function.  As a result, the Mayor would no longer 

chair Council meetings and appoint the chairs of Council committees.  Instead, 

the City Council would organize itself, would name a President of Council, to 

preside at Council meetings, and a President Pro-Tem, to preside at Council 

meetings if the President of Council is unavailable. 
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7. Issues of Succession.  There would no longer be a “Vice Mayor.”  The CAO 

would have the powers and perform the duties of the Mayor during the Mayor’s 

absence or disability (the current role of the Vice Mayor).

“In the event of the death, removal or resignation of the Mayor,” a member of 

Council designated in advance by the Mayor (similar to Council designations of 

successor appointment) would become Mayor.  There need be no change in the 

election procedures at Article III, Section 3, with respect to the timing the special 

election in the event of the death, removal or resignation of the Mayor. 

8. Method of Election.  We do not recommend any changes in the method of 

electing the Mayor.  There should continue to be a four-year term, with a runoff 

“open” primary in September and a general election in November. 

The Commission has prepared draft Charter language showing how the current 

provisions of the Charter with respect to the Mayor and City Manager would be changed.

(Attachment G.)  The Solicitor should be asked to develop a full proposal for Charter 

amendments to implement this recommendation. 

Changes also would be required in the City Administrative Code.  Any Charter 

amendment language could simply require a change in the current Administrative Code 

substituting the title “Mayor” for “City Manager.”  Council would continue to have the power to 

amend the Administrative Code by a super-majority vote as allowed in the current Charter. 

7. Council Elections 

There was only a slight (7-6) majority in favor of changes in the manner in which 

Council is elected.  We heard the following arguments during our public hearings and from a 
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number of other experts we consulted, including former Mayor Eugene Ruehlmann, former 

Council member and Governor Jack Gilligan, and former Council members Marian Spencer and 

Bobbie Sterne.

(a) Proportional Representation

Our Charter members organized a presentation supportive of returning to the proportional 

representation system for electing Council members which had been used in Cincinnati from the 

mid-1920’s through the mid-1950’s.  Proportional representation allows voters to rank 

candidates for City Council from one to nine with “first place” votes receiving greater weight 

than “ninth place” votes.  The major argument for proportional representation is that it allows 

smaller constituencies within a city’s population to identify and elect a favorite candidate, even 

though that candidate might not have the support of the majority.  Proportional representation 

was on the ballot in Cincinnati in 1988, 1991 and most recently in 1993, and was rejected each 

time. 

By vote of 10-3, the Commission did not recommend reverting to proportional 

representation.  The arguments made against proportional representation concerned the 

complicated and (for some) confusing methods for counting ballots in a proportional 

representation system.  Our research indicated that proportional representation is utilized in only 

one city in the United States (Cambridge, MA).  Further, the argument that proportional 

representation does a better job of assuring minority representation seemed to some of us to be 

no longer compelling in light of changes in population and voting patterns over the last ten years. 

(b) The Current 9X System

Since the mid-1950’s, our nine-member Council has been elected at large with the nine 

candidates receiving the most votes elected to Council.  Advantages identified with respect to 
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this system include that Council members must campaign throughout the City and must build 

relatively broad coalitions crossing racial, neighborhood, and class lines, in order to assure their 

election.  This requires successful candidates to show concern for all City neighborhoods and the 

overall health of the City.  Critics of the 9X system come in many instances from neighborhoods 

that believe that they have routinely been underrepresented on Council.  These critics point out 

that most Council members generally come from a relatively small number of City 

neighborhoods; for example, North Avondale, Mt. Lookout, and currently Bond Hill.  In 

particular, some neighborhood leaders on the west side of the City contend that their 

neighborhoods have been under-represented on and disregarded by Council. 

Other arguments made against the 9X system include the high cost of running for election 

citywide, which necessarily limits the number and types of candidates who can run.  Further, 

some opponents of preserving the 9X system believe that successful at-large Council candidates 

sometimes ignore the concerns of constituents for better quality City services in their 

neighborhoods.  With its large field of candidates, the 9X system allows a candidate to be elected 

to City Council with a small minority (approximately 33%) of the citywide vote.  As a result, the 

9X system does not easily allow voters to hold candidates accountable for their actions/inaction 

and does not allow clear electoral choices as a head to head race would permit.  By a close vote 

of 6 for and 7 against, the Commission rejected preserving the 9X system. 

(c) Election of Council Members by Districts

Proponents of District elections who appeared before our Commission argued that 

Council members elected from relatively small geographic areas would be more focused on 

improving the quality of the neighborhoods they represent.  Neighborhood and constituency 

groups who believe they are not represented well by the 9X system express the view that District 



14

elections would assure that their neighborhoods are better represented by Council members more 

accountable to the neighborhoods they represent. 

Some of us believe that in a system with an executive Mayor and Council Districts, the 

Mayor could focus more on the overall best interests of the City.  Council members could work 

with the Mayor and the City administration to make sure that services are properly delivered to 

their Districts.  Such systems work effectively in many successful American cities with the type 

of racial diversity we enjoy in Cincinnati.  In fact, if the City adopts a mayor/council form of 

government, we would be one of a very few large cities that elects Council at large unless we 

adopt some form of district elections.2

Those of us who supported the District plan believe that Cincinnati would be better 

served with Council members elected from neighborhood-based Districts.  Many Cincinnatians 

currently live in poor and/or segregated neighborhoods (Districts).  These communities contend 

they exercise little power in the current at-large Council election system.  Powerlessness in poor 

and/or segregated neighborhoods results partly from the inability of residents of these 

neighborhoods to successfully elect candidates to council and hold them directly accountable.  

Neighborhood-based districts allow similarly situated Cincinnatians of comparable social 

stature, economic means and political interests to bring together their collective power on 

Election Day – aggregating, organizing and leveraging their political interests – to define and 

determine their own political leadership and hold that leadership accountable with the ultimate 

electoral sanction, a direct vote.  District elections would provide a logical entry point for 

citizens involvement in local government.  A Cincinnatian who wants to serve his or her 

neighborhood and City should not be expected to compete City-wide and raise $100,000 plus to 

2  Of all cities above 330,000 population, 21 elect Councils at large; 42 by District; and 37 have a Mixed District/At-
Large system.  (Dr. Wheeland’s Supplemental Report.) 
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have a chance to win.  This requirement makes for a terribly high barrier for local government 

participation. 

Moreover, the financial costs of running for Council are exorbitant. According to the 

October 2002 report of Ohio Citizen Action, 26 candidates spent $1.9 million during the 2001 

Council campaign.  The nine winning candidates spent an average of more than $168,000 per 

candidate, or nearly 80% of total dollars raised.  Incumbent candidates raised 3.7 times more 

than non-incumbents.  The result can be Council members overly reliant on wealthy contributors 

and special interests, and largely immune from defeat due to the financial and name recognition 

advantages that are necessary in the at-large system.  

Courts have consistently struck down government imposed campaign spending limits as 

unconstitutional.  Serving as a form of de facto campaign finance reform, neighborhood-based 

Council Districts address this seemingly intractable problem in a practical manner.  

Neighborhood-based Districts will drastically change the financial dynamics of Council 

campaigns.  By reducing to a more manageable amount the number of residents that Council 

candidates must reach in a campaign - to around 37,000 for nine Districts - the financial 

threshold of campaign dollars needed to effectively compete for Council seats will be 

significantly lowered.  Under the proposed form, Council candidates cannot justify to either their 

contributors or constituents a need for large expenditures for television and radio advertisements.  

Council campaigns would necessarily become more “grass-roots” oriented.  Quality candidates 

in touch with voters could win election through hard work and grass-roots campaigning. Money 

would no longer be the most important factor.  

As executive power in the Office of Mayor increases, legislative power should be fairly 

shared throughout each Cincinnati neighborhood.  Consolidation of executive power and 
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dispersion of legislative power is wholly consistent with our republican form of government, and 

its separation of powers. 

Opponents argued that Districts would necessarily “divide” or “balkanize” the City, 

pitting neighborhood against neighborhood.  Some expressed the concern that downtown, which 

is a significant source of City revenue, would necessarily be ignored by a Council elected by 

Districts.  But many believe that the current 9X system already balkanizes the City.  It balkanizes 

the City where Council members support the political interests of those who helped them get 

elected.  In our at-large system, those municipal interests may not be wholly based on geographic 

constituents, but relate to the demands of the interest groups or contributors providing the base of 

a member’s electoral support.   

True, some neighborhoods believe they have been well-served by the current 9X system.

That may be because those neighborhoods have long been well represented on Council.  For 

example, from 1967 to 1997, 135 council seats were available. Of 135 council seats available, 81 

(60%) were filled by residents of just four (8%) of Cincinnati’s 52 neighborhoods: Mt. Lookout, 

North Avondale, Westwood and Clifton.  

During that same 30-year period, 32 (61%) of Cincinnati’s 52 neighborhoods did not 

have even one of their residents elected.  This historic trend illustrates that that the ability to be 

elected to council has been substantially concentrated or “balkanized” into only a few 

neighborhoods.

For these reasons, by a vote of 7 for and 6 against, the Commission recommends a system 

of electing nine Council members using nine Districts.  We attach a map which we believe 

would be an appropriate method of dividing the City into Districts.  (Attachment D.)  
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The District election system we recommend would include the following elements, 

subject to the drafting of specific Charter language with the help of the Solicitor: 

(i) Nine Districts.  The District map should preserve to the best extent 

possible neighborhood boundaries, should be relatively compact, and must 

comply with federal court guidelines concerning standard deviations of 

population and racial balance.  We believe the attached map complies with 

these legal requirements.  (Attachment D.) 

(ii) Elections.  Council elections would remain non-partisan, with a non-

partisan primary in September every two years, on the same date in 

September used for the mayoral election every four years.  The top two 

vote getters in the primary would face off in the general election in 

November in their District.  This would assure each Council member wins 

at least fifty percent of the vote in the District. 

(iii) Petitions.  There should be a downward adjustment in the number of 

signatures obtained necessary to qualify for the ballot, since Council 

candidates would not be running citywide. 

(iv) Apportionment.  Every ten years, following issuance of census data, the 

nine-member Council would appoint a Reapportionment Commission, 

with each incumbent Council member allowed one appointment.  The 

commission would have one hundred twenty days to recommend to 

Council a new District map for the City reflecting population changes.  If 

the map was not adopted within thirty days by the City Council, the power 
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of redrawing the District boundaries would go to the Mayor, who would 

have sixty days to issue a map that would control in subsequent elections 

until the next decennial census.  (A similar approach appears in the 

Cleveland Charter.) 

(v) Initial Districts.  A majority of the Commission believes that the maps 

attached to this report would be fair and appropriate.  However, if Council 

places a nine-District proposal on the ballot, it should consider whether or 

not the reapportionment procedure recommended above should be used to 

establish the first set of District boundaries.  The disadvantage in such an 

approach (as opposed to simply including an initial map as part of the 

Charter amendment proposal) would be to delay for several months after a 

Charter amendment vote the establishment of District boundaries.  

Further, some citizens may be reluctant to vote for a Charter amendment 

proposal creating nine Districts without knowing exactly where the initial 

District boundaries would be. 

(d) The 6 District/3 At-Large Alternative

Another proposal which the Commission considered, but did not support, was a “mixed” 

system, with six Council members elected by District and three Council members elected at 

large.  Some have expressed the view that such a system might well provide a balance between 

better neighborhood representation while having at least some Council members focused on the 

City’s interest as a whole.  As indicated in Dr. Wheeland’s report and charts, a number of cities 

comparable in size to Cincinnati with strong Mayors use a mixed system including both District 
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and at large Council members.  Attached to this report as Attachment D is a six District map we 

recommend if Council chooses to place this type of “mixed” system on the ballot. 

(e) Council Salaries

Cincinnati Council members are now paid two-thirds the salary of Hamilton County 

Commissioners, amounting to more than $57,000 annually.  Dr. Wheeland’s survey shows that 

the average Council salary in cities over 200,000 population is $23,735 in Council/Manager 

cities, and $39,061 in Mayor/Council cities.  If Council members are elected by District, it was 

the view of the Commission that the level of salary now in place would no longer be appropriate.

District Council members would not be required to spend significant amounts of time traveling 

throughout the City to meet with constituents.  Instead, their focus would be on their 

neighborhood Districts. 

In addition, some have expressed the view that as Council positions have turned from 

part time to full time in recent years, based in large part upon the relative size of the salary, 

Council members have lost a “big picture” focus on overall City policy and have become more 

directly involved in attempts to “supervise” the City Manager, department heads, and various 

City employees.  To some, this micro-management by Council members creates the impression 

that the City administration is so bogged down in responding to the demands of Council 

members that important City projects and initiatives have been delayed or frustrated.  The 

Commission cannot make a meaningful judgment as to whether these concerns are legitimate.  

However, the Commission did vote by 7 – 4 (with two abstentions) to recommend reducing 

Council salaries to one-third the amount paid to Hamilton County Commissioners.  This would 

amount to a fifty percent reduction in Council salary. 
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(f) Term Limits

In 1991, the citizens of Cincinnati voted to impose eight-year (4 terms) term limits on 

Council members.  Term limits were not a subject that Council’s resolution asked our 

Commission to consider.  Nor did we receive significant input one way or the other on the issue 

of term limits during our public hearings.  There was no term-limit question asked in the poll.  

However, in his report to the Commission, Dr. Wheeland noted that many cities do not have term 

limits for Council members and the Mayor.  He further observed that term limits can have the 

effect of prematurely removing experienced leadership from a City Council.  By a vote of twelve 

to one, the Commission recommends ending term limits for Council members as part of any 

proposal to elect Council members by Districts.  The Commission does not recommend changing 

the eight-year term limit for the Mayor. 

8. Conclusion 

A majority of this Commission believe that significant changes are required to facilitate 

stronger and more accountable leadership for our City.  Our most significant recommendation is 

a change to a Mayor/Council form of government, with the Mayor clearly in charge of the City 

administration, assisted by a professional Chief Administrative Officer.  Just more than half of 

our members also support a Council elected by nine Districts, rather than the current at-large 

system.  We believe that the citizens should have a chance to vote on these important proposals 

in the November 2004 election when there will be significant voter participation, generated by 

the 2004 Presidential election.

We offer our continued assistance in developing a comprehensive proposal for 

consideration by Cincinnati voters. 
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The political environment in the city is not a 

positive one…
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Voters overwhelmingly believe the city is 

off on the wrong track.
Generally speaking, would you say that things in Cincinnati are going in the right direction, or 

have they pretty seriously gotten off on the wrong track?
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They do not give the City Council positive scores.

And, do you approve or disapprove of the job the Cincinnati City Council is doing?

34%

44% 44%

32%
37%

57%

47%
53%

60%

50%
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Voters are overwhelmingly focused on the 

issues of crime and race relations.
And, what would you say is the most important problem facing Cincinnati today, that is, 

the one that you, yourself, are most concerned about? 

30%

22%

14%

10%

5%

4%

1%

Crime

Race Issues

Economic

Local Government

Education

Taxes

Growth/Transportation

Crime 18%
Poor Police/Law Enforcement 5%

Race Relations 20%
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And, two-thirds of voters believe the city is 

falling behind other similar areas.
Generally speaking, do you believe that the city of Cincinnati is staying ahead of other similar areas 

across the country, it is keeping up with them, or is it falling behind other similar areas?

Staying Ahead

3%

Keeping Up

24%

Falling Behind

66%

Don't Know/Refused

7%



Those voters who say the city is falling 

behind focus on…
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VERBATIM RESPONSES
And, what would you say are the most important reasons why you believe the city is falling 

behind other similar areas across the country?

Voters who feel Cincinnati is falling behind have three 

main focuses: economic problems, racial tensions and a 

lack of vision for the future.

On the first point, voters cite that businesses in 

Cincinnati are leaving the area or requiring  excessive 

amounts of money to stay.  They also find that there is 

no decent development plan for downtown or the river 

front area.  So, not only are the businesses leaving, but 

voters see no plan for entertainment or other 

improvements to replace them or entice them to stay.

Several voters said they look to Kentucky for things to 

do and the right way to run things economically.



9CINCINNATI CHARTER CHANGE POLL – JANUARY 2004

VERBATIM RESPONSES
And, what would you say are the most important reasons why you believe the city is falling 

behind other similar areas across the country?

Secondly, the race problem is prevalent in these 

responses (33 mentions).  Voters overwhelmingly point 

to race issues and problems with the police force and 

crime as reasons the city is falling behind.  Interestingly, 

Republican voters tended to mention racism in general, 

and Democratic voters mentioned the police force 

problems more specifically.  But the overall consensus is 

that there is a lack of cohesion in Cincinnati and the 

racial problems are keeping the city from progressing.

continued
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VERBATIM RESPONSES
And, what would you say are the most important reasons why you believe the city is falling 

behind other similar areas across the country?

And, that lack of progress ties in with the third main 

concern – a lack of vision for the future of Cincinnati.  

Voters complain that there is no leadership in the city; no 

one is coming up with a plan to bring Cincinnati back to 

life.  Several voters say that the city is stuck in the past, 

and that there is no planning or looking forward at all.

Voters believe the government in Cincinnati seems to be 

reactionary – instead of taking action now to prevent 

future problems, they are reacting, in some cases too 

late, to problems as they arise.

continued
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VERBATIM RESPONSES
And, what would you say are the most important reasons why you believe the city is falling 

behind other similar areas across the country?

As part of this, the voters criticize the city for having the 

wrong focus, or a complete lack of focus.  They want the 

city to figure out a way to plan and work together 

towards that plan.  As one voter put it, Cincinnati needs 

“harmonious vision.”

continued
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VERBATIM RESPONSES
And, what would you say are the most important reasons why you believe the city is falling 

behind other similar areas across the country?

I believe that we are falling behind 

due to economics, crime, taxes, and 

education.

Race relations are poor. The City 

Council is incapable of working as a 

team.

Kentucky builds it and we talk 

about it.

Lack of city leadership. I don't know 

how to expand on the fact that we're 

not getting enough of the city 

leadership, and their approach to 

economic development isn't very 

sound.

They are losing business, they are 

moving into outlying areas or 

moving out altogether. They just 

don't seem to be able to maintain 

companies and stores in the 

downtown area.

We are losing our young 

population to other areas. We 

have a lot of racial problems. The 

different races of Cincinnati refuse 

to talk to one another. Also, they 

refuse to understand one another.
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VERBATIM RESPONSES
And, what would you say are the most important reasons why you believe the city is falling 

behind other similar areas across the country?

We're neglecting our 

neighborhoods and putting our 

money downtown, and haven't seen 

anything about that. Public 

education is a shambles. Homicide 

numbers are astronomical.

The city is not taking initiatives to 

build for the future. And I don't 

mean building as in bricks and 

mortar. Like planning for the future 

of the city.

Economic development. The river 

front development is too slow. 

We're losing jobs.

Our ridiculous City Council is a 

joke, and they try to micro manage 

everything. There is too much 

racism.

Of course, there's the crime issue, 

but I think the main problem is 

that we wait until things get really 

bad and then we try to fix it, but 

then it's too out of hand and 

nobody knows how to fix it. I think 

it has a lot to do with racial issues 

in the city. I also think there is a 

tremendous lack of accountability 

by the city leaders, city fathers 

and city mothers.
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VERBATIM RESPONSES
And, what would you say are the most important reasons why you believe the city is falling 

behind other similar areas across the country?

We're falling behind because the 

city does not have a harmonious 

vision on what it needs to 

achieve, to become what it wants 

to be.

I think it comes back to the racial 

problem. It's just I never thought 

about it that way, and I don't like 

that. I never thought black and 

white, but now it's almost like you 

have to. I feel uncomfortable 

about that.

Two reasons. One is the economy, 

and the other is the racial climate. 

We have had a lot of bad problems 

in the city. Our racial climate has 

become part of the economy.

Well, all we have to do is look 

across the river to the Kentucky 

side of the river to see how we 

have fallen behind.



Despite the fact that voters are divided on the issue of 

whether the city’s system of government is providing 

effective leadership, there is a fairly strong sentiment 

that the current city manager system is not working 

well.
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Voters are divided on who is most responsible for 

running the city, and who SHOULD be responsible 

for doing so.

16%
19%

33% 34%
39%

36%

And, based on what you have seen, read or heard 

about city government, which one of the 

following do you believe is MOST responsible for 

actually running city government... 

And, which do you believe SHOULD 

BE MOST RESPONSIBLE for actually 

running city government...

City
Council

The
Mayor

City
Manager

City
Council

The
Mayor

City
Manager
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And, more voters believe the City Council is 

accountable to the city's voters than the Mayor.

And, as a voter, which do you feel is most accountable to the city's voters...

City Manager

7%

The Mayor

31%

City Council

50%

All of Them Equally

7%

Don't Know/Refused

6%
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Voters are divided on whether the city's system of 

government is providing effective leadership.
Now, as you may know, under Cincinnati's current charter, the Mayor of the city is directly elected, the 
Mayor is responsible for picking the City Manager who is the chief executive officer of city government, 
and the City Manager then reports to both the Mayor and the City Council.Do you believe that this 

current system is providing effective leadership to address the city's problems?

Strongly Yes
21%

Not-so-strongly Yes
22%

Not-so-strongly No
18% Strongly No

31%

Don't Know/Refused
9%

Total Yes 43%
Total No 49%
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Yet, a strong majority of voters believe the current 

system does NOT work well.

Now, I'd like to read you two different opinions regarding the city's system of government 

and please tell me which you agree with most...

38%

56%

20%

Strongly
Agree

The city's current City Manager system of 

government works well because a 

professional administrator runs city 

government, rather than the politicians.

38%

Strongly

Agree

The city's current City Manager system does 

not work well because the City Manager is 

responsible to both the Mayor and the City 

Council, making it unclear who is in charge, 

resulting in few things getting done.
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While there is sentiment for change in the 

city's current government, few voters want a 

"major overhaul."
And, do you believe that the current form of city government...

17%

54%

28%

Is serving the city well and 
should be kept as it is

Is not serving the city as well as it 
should and needs some changes

Is not serving the city well at all 
and needs a major overhaul
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The sentiment for some change cuts across 

partisan and racial lines.

26%

14% 15%
22%

10%

46%

58%

41%

52% 54%

24%
27%

42%

23%

34%

GOP

(27%)

DEM

(43%)

Charterite

(12%)

White

(59%)

African-

American

(35%)Kept As Is Needs Some Changes Needs Major Overhaul

Current Form of City Government

By Local Election 

Party ID 
By Race



There is significantly more support for a stronger 

Mayor with chief administrative officer than for an 

executive Mayor proposal.
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Voters oppose a proposal calling for the 

elimination of the city manager.
This first proposal continues to call for the direct election of the Mayor and eliminates the 

position of city manager, making the Mayor directly responsible for running city government.  

Would you favor or oppose this proposal?

Strongly Favor

20%

Somewhat Favor

20%

Somewhat Oppose

19%

Strongly Oppose

39%

Don't Know

1%

Total Favor 40%

Total Oppose 59%
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VERBATIM RESPONSES
And, what would you say are the most important benefits to the city of this type of 

change in the form of city government?

This question was asked of voters after hearing the plan for 

directly electing the Mayor while eliminating the position of 

city manager.

The main benefit the voters mention is accountability.  They 

approve of the plan because it makes one person 

responsible for leading the city.  And they say it would not 

only provide more direct leadership, but also that it means 

there is one person to blame.  And because the voters do 

not elect the city manager, they feel that under this 

arrangement, they can just vote the mayor out of office if 

they are unhappy with the city’s progress.
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VERBATIM RESPONSES
And, what would you say are the most important benefits to the city of this type of 

change in the form of city government?

Voters who approve of this plan like that it would be a less 

confusing form of government, and that it would streamline 

communication between city council and the mayor.  As 

one voter said,  it cuts down on the number of “mouths 

getting into it,” and expedites the process.

And finally, just a couple of voters mention that eliminating 

the city manager would mean one less salary to help cut 

costs.

continued



26CINCINNATI CHARTER CHANGE POLL – JANUARY 2004

VERBATIM RESPONSES
BENEFITS

There would be a clear vision for 

the city, to develop it further.

We would have an accountability, 

we would know who to blame.

It clarifies accountability. That is 

it. If the Mayor is elected and is 

responsible for the City Council, 

there is no question as to why 

something is or is not working.

The more you hold him 

responsible, the more he'll be 

responsible.

It would dissipate the split 

decisions of the government. It 

would cut out the go-betweens 

and would keep from shifting 

blame and would make things 

more stronger.

I think there would be one boss. 

They have too many bosses. 

Well, direct access to somebody 

who can make changes in 

policies. If you don't like what he 

or she is doing, you can vote them 

out.
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VERBATIM RESPONSES
And, what would you say are the most important drawbacks to the city of this type of 

change in the form of city government?

On the other side of the issue, voters opposed to this plan 

say it would give too much power to the Mayor.  They want 

to spread the accountability out and have different people 

responsible for different aspects of government.

Voters believe that a city manager is trained to know how to 

run government, and therefore can better handle aspects of 

the job in which the Mayor may not be experienced.  Many 

of these voters doubt that the Mayor is qualified to handle 

all the responsibilities of running the city.  They believe the 

city manager takes the day-to-day city management out of 

the Mayor’s hands so that he can focus on other things.
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VERBATIM RESPONSES
And, what would you say are the most important drawbacks to the city of this type of 

change in the form of city government?

Lastly, the voters opposed to the plan believe that having 

one elected and one appointed official prevents corruption.

The city manager is not concerned about re-election and 

can focus more on the job at hand instead of a political 

career.

continued
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VERBATIM RESPONSES
DRAWBACKS

The Mayor would be tied up in 

day to day planning.

Well, for one thing, it would put 

too much strain on the Mayor, 

which won't help his assigned 

duties.

I think it spreads out the 

accountability between the two, 

the Mayor and the city manager. 

They both have different areas to 

focus on.

You are putting too much power 

in the Mayor's hands.

I like the idea of the Mayor being 

elected by the people, but I don't 

like the Mayor to have the full 

power of doing everything. 

Sometimes they can say stuff and 

get in there, and sometimes they 

totally change their minds, and if 

you give them the full power, 

there's nothing you can do about it.

The Mayor is going to be pretty 

damn busy. He's like the XO. 

(Executive Officer)
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VERBATIM RESPONSES
DRAWBACKS

It lends itself to corruption and 

inefficiency. The elected Mayors 

are not qualified to run a city, and 

they are not managers. The 

Mayor's role is political and the 

manager role is more 

management, and both have to 

take part.

I think that a city should be run by a 

technician who would be trained 

and qualified to operate the city 

government.

I've not been impressed that 

Mayors know how to run a city.
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There is support for a stronger Mayor, 

keeping the City Manager.
This next proposal continues to call for the direct election of the Mayor and makes the Mayor 

solely responsible for hiring and firing the City Manager, essentially making the Mayor 
responsible for running city government. Would you favor or oppose this proposal?

Strongly Favor

28%

Somewhat Favor
23%

Somewhat Oppose
16%

Strongly Oppose
28%

Don't Know
5%

Total Favor 50%

Total Oppose 44%
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Support is strongest among Republicans.

58%

48% 47%
52%

48%

35%

49% 51%

41%

50%

GOP

(27%)

DEM

(43%)

Charterite

(12%)

White

(59%)

African-

American

(35%)Favor Oppose

Stronger Mayor/Keep City Manager

By Local Election 
Party ID 

By Race
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VERBATIM RESPONSES
And, what would you say are the most important benefits to the city of this type of 

change in the form of city government?

This question was asked of voters after hearing the plan for 

directly electing the Mayor while making the Mayor solely 

responsible for hiring and firing the City Manager.

Again, voters approve of this plan because it would 

centralize power in the Mayor’s office.  They believe it 

would help make the Mayor stronger and better able to 

work with city council.  They feel that the power is too split 

between the council and the Mayor and that by centralizing 

the Mayor’s power more, he would be more effective – it 

would make it more clear who is in charge.
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VERBATIM RESPONSES
And, what would you say are the most important benefits to the city of this type of 

change in the form of city government?

Voters like the accountability that goes with directly 

electing the Mayor.  They understand that the Mayor would 

be responsible to the voters, and by keeping the city 

manager position under his control, he would not have to 

spread himself thin with the everyday management of the 

city.

continued
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VERBATIM RESPONSES
BENEFITS

The fact that there is someone 

who is totally responsible, not 

three factions, and there is an 

appointee of the Mayor's. The 

council seems to be too powerful. 

They should have some power 

but not as much.

It allows one person to be in 

charge, instead of a bunch of 

ineffective idiots. 

It gives the Mayor a little more 

power, which he should have, 

without having exclusive control.

It gets the power structure back in 

place. Too many things have gone 

awry. Too many fingers in the pot, 

and it's rather chaotic.

By giving the Mayor a stronger 

hand to manage the city would 

cause a little better working 

conditions between the Mayor and 

City Council.

The Mayor is responsible to his 

constituents. His hiring would 

hopefully reflect that.
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VERBATIM RESPONSES
And, what would you say are the most important drawbacks to the city of this type of 

change in the form of city government?

Voters opposed to the plan believe it gives too much power 

to one person.  It would remove any checks and balances 

that exist between the Mayor and City Manager.  They 

believe this would make the City Manager’s position more 

political, and would further reduce the ability to hold 

anyone accountable for the government’s actions.

Further, voters believe the city manager should be 

independent.  They say having the city manager serving at 

the whim of the mayor would undermine that person’s 

ability to do their job, and keeps the city manager from 

being responsible to the people.
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VERBATIM RESPONSES
DRAWBACKS

Simply that the Mayor and the 

city manager would be in each 

other's pockets. They would be 

too close, and the jobs could be 

compromised.

It would make the city manager 

too much at the whim of the 

elected politicians. That the city 

manager position needs a certain 

amount of autonomy from the 

political system.

I think it would be one person 

having too much power, if there's 

no checks and balances for the 

Mayor.

If you put one person in charge, 

you give too much credence and 

power. You already got a bunch of 

control freaks down there.

I think it puts too much power in the 

hands of one person. It's not very 

democratic, and it also gets further 

and further away from the people.

Because any time you give a Mayor 

so much power, he ends up using 

that power to his advantage and 

then takes over the city. If that 

Mayor had all the power, then I 

would be out in the field picking 

cotton.



When voters are asked about the proposals to 

make the Mayor more directly responsible for 

running the city...

38CINCINNATI CHARTER CHANGE POLL – JANUARY 2004



39CINCINNATI CHARTER CHANGE POLL – JANUARY 2004

They overwhelmingly believe they would make the 

Mayor more accountable to the voters and give 

him/her the authority to get things done.

Now, please tell me if you agree or disagree with each of the following statements 
regarding these proposals to make the Mayor more directly responsible for running the city. 

76%

72%

21%

23%

Strongly Agree Somewhat Agree

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Disagree

These proposals would make 

the Mayor more accountable to 

the voters. 

50%

They would give the Mayor the 

authority to get things done in 

the city. 

13%

43%

18%
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But, voters are also concerned that the proposal 

would give one person too much power.

They would give one person too much power, making it easier to corrupt city government.

Strongly Agree
35%

Somewhat Agree
18%

Somewhat Disagree
21%

Strongly Disagree
24%

Don't Know
2%

Total Agree 53%
Total Disagree 45%



Despite the City Council’s low approval rating, there is 

widespread belief that they are responsive to the 

issues that concern the city and local neighborhoods.
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Voters believe City Council is responsive to both 

city issues and neighborhood issues.

Very
22%

Somewhat
48%

Not Very
17% Not at All

10%

Don't Know/
Refused

3%

Very
12%

Somewhat
49%

Not Very
22% Not at All

14%

Don't Know/
Refused

2%

Total Very/Somewhat 70%
Total Not Very/Not at All 28%

Now, on a related topic, how responsive do 
you feel that the City Council is to issues 

that concern the city?

Now, how responsive do you feel that the 
City Council is to issues that concern you 

and your neighbors?

Total Very/Somewhat 61%
Total Not Very/Not at All 37%
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Fully half of voters say there is a member of City 

Council who really stands up for the concerns of 

their neighborhood.
And do you believe there is a member of the City Council who really stands up for the 

concerns and problems in your specific neighborhood or community?

50%

41%

55% 53%
59%

41% 44%

61%

39%

52%

34% 37%
31%

39%
44%

29%

Total West

(23%)

NW

(20%)

Central

(17%)

NE

(21%)

East

(18%)

White

(59%)

African-

American

(35%)Yes No

Y
e

s

N
o

By RaceBy Region
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And, there is virtually no outrage among voters 

about the salary Council members receive.

Now, as you may know, Cincinnati City Council members are paid $57,000 annually.
Do you think that is too much, not enough or about right?

Too Much
18%

Not Enough
7%

Just About Right
68%

Don't Know/Refused
7%



Voters are more status-quo oriented on the 

question of changing the system for electing City 

Council.
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Half of those polled believe the system of electing 

Council members at-large should be kept as it is.
Now, as you know, the Cincinnati City Council is comprised of nine City Council members, all of whom 

are elected at-large, that is, by all voters in the city.  Do you believe that the current system of electing 

all nine members of the City Council at-large...

53%

34%

11%

Is serving the city well and 
should be kept as it is

Is not serving the city as well as it 
should and needs some changes

Is not serving the city well at all 
and needs a major overhaul
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The "status quo" sentiment is softest 

among Charterites.

53% 55%

46%
53% 53%

33% 31%

44%

34% 35%

13% 11% 10% 11% 11%

GOP
(27%)

DEM
(43%)

Charterite
(12%)

White
(59%)

African-
American

(35%)
Kept As Is Needs Some Changes Needs Major Overhaul

Electing Council Members At-Large

By Local Election 
Party ID 

By Race
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Yet, despite the sentiment to keep things as they are, a 

majority of voters agree that the current system makes 

it difficult to hold individual members accountable.
Now, please tell me whether you agree or disagree with the following statement: The city's current system 

of electing city council members at-large makes it difficult for residents to hold individual members 

accountable for their actions and leaves many neighborhoods without an advocate on City Council.

Strongly Agree

31%

Somewhat Agree

24%

Somewhat Disagree

23%

Strongly Disagree

18%

Don't Know

4%

Total Agree 55%
Total Disagree 41%



Despite the general sense from voters of satisfaction 

with the current system of electing City Council 

members, there is openness to neighborhood districts.
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From four choices, just one-third prefer the current

system of electing Council Members.
And, which one of the following ways of electing the city's City Council do you believe would provide the 

city with leadership and a strong neighborhood voice? 

33%

20%

23%

19%

The current system of electing all Council 
members at-large across the city.

A new system where council members are 
elected from specific neighborhood districts.

A new system where some council members 
are still elected at-large, but most are elected 

from specific neighborhood districts.

A new system where council members are still 
elected at-large, but where voters rank their 

council candidates in order of preference.

Neighborhood
Districts 43%
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Voters reject a proposal for a fifteen member 

district-only City Council.
A proposal that calls for fifteen council members to be elected, with all fifteen being elected 

from specific neighborhood districts, with each district including about 22,000 people.   Under 

this proposal, council salaries would be reduced so that the cost of City Council would not 

increase.

Strongly Favor

14%

Somewhat Favor

16%

Somewhat Oppose

17%

Strongly Oppose

50%

Don't Know

3%

Total Favor 30%

Total Oppose 67%
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Voter attitudes are divided on two other 

neighborhood district proposals.

46% 44%
50% 49%

A proposal that calls for nine council members 

to be elected, three who would be elected 

city-wide, and six others from specific 

neighborhood districts, with each district 

including about 55,000 people.

A proposal that calls for nine council members 

to be elected, with all nine being elected from 

specific neighborhood districts, with each 

district including about 36,000 people.

34 % 

Strongly

Oppose
18%

Strongly Favor

28%

Strongly

Oppose

23%

Strongly

Favor
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And, voters are also open to a proportional 

representation system.
A proposal that calls for nine council members to be elected city-wide, where voters rank their 

council candidates in order of preference and votes are tabulated based on each candidate's 

ranking among all voters.

Strongly Favor

21%

Somewhat Favor

28%

Somewhat Oppose

19%

Strongly Oppose

29%

Don't Know

4%

Total Favor 48%

Total Oppose 48%
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Support for all of these City Council proposals falls short 

of the system described in our December 1998 poll.

Now, as you probably know, Cincinnati has nine City Council people who all run city-wide, or at-large. 
There is a another part of this proposal we are discussing which changes the way City Council is 

elected so that there would be just three at-large City Council seats, and eight others would be elected 
from specific neighborhood districts, with each district including about 40,000 people.  If you had to 

vote today, would you support or oppose this proposal dealing with City Council?

Strongly Support
32%

Somewhat Support
31%

Somewhat Oppose
12%

Strongly Oppose
21%

Don't Know
3%

Total Support 63%
Total Oppose 34%
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There is little support for a "top vote-getter" 

proposal for neighborhood seats, and some division 

on non-partisan primaries.

Strongly

Favor

9%

Somewhat Favor
21%Somewhat

Oppose

27%

Strongly Oppose
35%

Don't

Know

8%

Strongly

Favor

13%

Somewhat Favor
33%

Somewhat

Oppose

22% Strongly Oppose
25%

Don't

Know

7%

Total Favor 30%

Total Oppose 62%

Total Favor 46%

Total Oppose 47%

Under this proposal, all of the candidates for both the 

at-large seats and the neighborhood seats would run 

in the general election, with the top vote-getter in each 

race winning the seat, even if the candidate received 

less than 50% of the votes cast.  Do you favor or 

oppose this aspect of the proposal?

Under this (first/next) proposal, candidates for both 

the at-large seats and the neighborhood seats would 

run in non-partisan primaries, with the top two 

candidates in each race facing off in the general 

election, similar to the way the Mayor is elected.  Do 

you favor or oppose this aspect of the proposal?
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Despite a lack of support given these proposals, voters 

agree they increase the accountability of City Council 

members and give neighborhoods better representation.
Now, please tell me if you agree or disagree with each of the following statements regarding the 

establishment of neighborhood city council districts.  

67%

64%

28%

32%

Strongly Agree Somewhat Agree

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Disagree

46%

35%

16%

18%

It increases the accountability of 

individual City Council members to 

the voters.

This proposal would give 

neighborhoods better representation 

because they would have their own 

City Council member.
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Further, voters believe the proposal would cut the 

cost of campaigning and lessen the influence of 

special interest groups.
This proposal would cut the cost of campaigning for city council seats, lessening the influence of special 

interests and making it possible for a wider variety of people to run for office.

Strongly Agree

35%

Somewhat Agree

32%

Somewhat Disagree

12%

Strongly Disagree

14%

Don't Know

6%

Total Agree 67%
Total Disagree 26%
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But, there is also a sense that the districts might 

increase City Council bickering.

It would increase the bickering in City Council as members would fight for the 
interests of their own districts.

Strongly Agree
35%

Somewhat Agree
27%

Somewhat Disagree
20%

Strongly Disagree
15%

Don't Know
3%

Total Agree 62%
Total Disagree 35%
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And, voters generally believe the proposals would 

increase the likelihood of more minority 

representation on City Council.
It would increase the likelihood of more minority representation on City Council.

52%

61%

42%

31%

White

(59%)

African-American

(35%)

Agree Disagree

By Race

55%

38%

Agree Disagree



Despite voters’ overall positive sentiment regarding 

the responsiveness of City Council, there is greater 

support for the neighborhood district proposal than 

the executive mayor proposal.
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Support for 

Executive Mayor 48%

Support for 

Neighborhood Districts 54%

The neighborhood proposal wins majority support 

from voters, while the executive Mayor proposal 

falls a little short.
Now, through the course of the interview we've discussed two different ways to change the form 

of government here in Cincinnati...  The first has to do with providing the Mayor with more 
power to run city government and the second has to do with changing the way the city council is 

elected to provide more neighborhood representation. If the election were being held today, 
would you vote for both the executive mayor proposal AND the neighborhood district proposal, 

neither proposal, or just one of the two proposals?

24%

17%

24%

30%

Both Proposals

Neither Proposal

Executive Mayor Proposal Only

Neighborhood District Proposal Only
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The neighborhood district proposal falls short 

with older voters.

Ways to Change the Form of Government
By Age

47%

58%

47% 50%

71% 73%

43%
39%

18-44 (28%) 45-54 (18%) 55-64 (18%) 65+ (34%)

Executive Mayor Proposal Neighborhood District Proposal
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The executive mayor proposal falls short 

with Charterites.

Ways to Change the Form of Government

By Local Election Party ID

53% 51%

41%

55% 56%
61%

GOP (27%) DEM (43%) Charterite (12%)

Executive Mayor Proposal Neighborhood District Proposal



64CINCINNATI CHARTER CHANGE POLL – JANUARY 2004

Interestingly, college educated women strongly 

prefer the neighborhood proposal over the 

executive mayor.

Ways to Change the Form of Government

By Gender/Education

52% 52% 50%

40%

52%
56%

50%

68%

Men

Less Than College

(25%)

Men

College+

(23%)

Women

Less Than College

(33%)

Women

College+

(17%)

Executive Mayor Proposal Neighborhood District Proposal
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And, voters who believe the city is off on the wrong track as 

well as those who say the city is falling behind support the 

neighborhood district proposal over the executive mayor.

Ways to Change the Form of Government

50% 48%

60%

47%48%

58%

48%

58%

Right Direction

(28%)

Wrong Track

(63%)

Keeping Up

(24%)

Falling Behind

(66%)

Executive Mayor Proposal Neighborhood District Proposal

By Mood of City By Cincy Comparison
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Not surprisingly, a wide majority of voters believe 

the neighborhood district proposal would do the 

most for getting the city on the right track.

And, which proposed change do you believe would do the most to get Cincinnati on the right 

track, the executive mayor proposal or the neighborhood district proposal?

34% 31%

50%

60%

Right Direction

(28%)

Wrong Track

(63%)

Executive Mayor Proposal Neighborhood District Proposal

By Mood of City

32%

56%

Total

Executive

Mayor

Proposal

Neighborhood

District 

Proposal
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But, the neighborhood district proposal loses 

support if the districts aren't defined at the 

time of the vote.

And, thinking about a neighborhood district proposal for city council, would you still vote 
for a neighborhood district proposal, even if the districts had not yet been defined, but 
would be determined at a later date through a non-partisan district selection process?

53%

42%

Yes, Without 
Defined Districts

No, Not Without 
Defined Districts

ASKED OF THOSE VOTING BOTH OR NEIGHBORHOOD PROPOSAL ONLY (54%)

Yes, Without Defined Districts 29%
No, Not Without Defined Districts 23%

% of Total Sample



NEIL NEWHOUSENEIL NEWHOUSENEIL NEWHOUSE
Partner • newhouse@pos.orgPartner • newhouse@pos.org

277 S. Washington Street • Suite 320 • Alexandria, Virginia 22314

Phone (703) 836-7655 • Fax (703) 836-8117

www.pos.orgwww.pos.org





















































Cincinnati Election Reform Commission 

A Report on the Advantages/Disadvantages of 

Selected Institutional Features in City Charters 

Prepared by 

Craig M. Wheeland, Ph.D. 

Villanova University 

_____________________

February 19, 2004 



2

Table of Contents 

1. Introduction        3 

2. The Relevance of Institutions     3 
 a. The Logic of Appropriateness    4 
 b. Correcting Problems in Performance   4 

3. Forms of Government      5 
 a. Mayor-Council Form     5 
 b. Council-Manager Form     5 
 c. Institutional Variation     7 
 d. Implications of Adaptation     8 

4.  Looking to the Mayor for Leadership    10 
 a. Empowered Mayors in the Council-Manager Form 10 
 b. Strong Mayors in the Mayor-Council Form  11 
 c. Constrained Mayors in the Mayor-Council Form  11

5. Survey Data on the Mayor’s Powers    12 
 a. Council-Manager Communities    12 
 b. Mayor-Council Communities    14 

6. General Comments about Form     14 

7. Professional Leadership      15 
 a. Professional Attributes     15 
 b. Range of Responsibilities     17 
 c. Compensation      18 

8. Election of Council       18 
 a. Partisan and Non-Partisan     18 
 b. At-Large and Single-Member Districts   19 
 c. Term Limits       20 
 d. Size of Council      21 
 e. Length of Term      21 

9. City Council Compensation     21 
 a. Three Advantages of Full-Time Councils   22 
 b. Four Advantages of Part-Time Councils   23 

10. Final Comments       23 

11. Endnotes        28 



3

A Report on the Advantages/Disadvantages of 

Selected Institutional Features in City Charters 

Introduction 

This report provides a nation-wide perspective on institutional features used in 
city charters and how they influence political practices in U.S. cities, especially in cities 
with over 250,000 residents.  The specific institutional features I review were identified 
by members of the Cincinnati Election Reform Commission as most relevant to their 
work.

My task is to review the pattern of use across the U.S. and to discuss the 
advantages/disadvantages of selected institutional features in municipal government.  I 
rely on survey and case study research published in reputable academic journals and 
other professional media.  I use my publications as well as the published work of several 
other scholars.  I offer general design comments that are compatible with either of the 
two traditional forms of city government (council-manager and mayor-council). 

The Relevance of Institutions 

There are three general types of influences shaping how council members, mayors 
and professional managers perform their jobs: contextual, personal, and institutional. 

Contextual influences are part of the environment in which officials act, such as 
the city’s political culture, fiscal resources, business leadership, and interest group 
activity. 

Personal influences are related to the individuals holding office, such as their 
skills, personality, vision of the job, and legislative program. 

Institutional influences derive from the formal features of the city government 
found in the charter and other local, state and national laws. 

When citizens are dissatisfied with the performance of their city officials it is important 
to identify the source of the problem.  Is it primarily contextual?  Is it primarily personal? 
Is it primarily institutional?  Is it a combination of influences? 

For many cities in the past 100 years, including 81 cities in 2001, adopting 
changes in their institutions created the incentives for city officials to do their jobs in a 
way preferred by their citizens.1 Changing the city’s formal institutions certainly can 
have short-term effects, such as in the way elections are conducted or the way a 
professional manager is appointed, but the most important effects are long-term.  The 
formal institutional features create incentives for certain kinds of candidates to run for 
office and for certain governing styles to be adopted.  As Timothy Bledsoe suggests 
“different environments are conducive to different types of individuals securing political 
office.”2 James March and Johann Olsen develop the “logic of appropriateness” to 
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explain how the formal structure of government shapes the behavior of city officials in 
the long run.3

The Logic of Appropriateness 

March and Olsen suggest “political institutions define the framework within 
which politics takes place.”4 They argue that rules are the means by which institutions 
affect behavior.  Rules are the “routines, procedures, conventions, roles, strategies, 
organizational forms, and technologies around which activity is constructed.”5 Rules also 
include the “beliefs, paradigms, codes, cultures, and knowledge that surround, support, 
elaborate, and contradict those roles and routines.”6 They explain that rules “define 
relationships among roles in terms of what an incumbent of one role owes to incumbents 
of other roles.”7 The sense of obligation derived from the “logic of appropriateness” 
shapes how individuals follow the rules supported by the political institutions in which 
they work.8  In other words, an official shapes his or her action by defining the situation, 
determining his or her role, assessing the appropriateness of different actions in the 
situation, and doing the most appropriate one.9

Of course, discretion exists in the use of rules, because they are not monolithic 
and they may be contradictory and ambiguous, so conformity to as well as deviation from 
rules can occur in political institutions.  March and Olsen conclude that trust, defined as 
“a confidence that appropriate behavior can be expected most of the time,” supports the 
network of rules and rule-bound relations.10  Deviation from the rules (i.e., violating the 
“logic of appropriateness”) will undermine trust among officials, and potentially erode 
support for the political institutions as well. 

Correcting Problems in Performance 

The implication here is clear: the use of a particular form of city government 
creates a set of institutions whose formal rules can shape behavior.  Although it is 
possible for city officials to act in ways different from the behavior supported by the 
formal rules, doing so may violate the “logic of appropriateness” and potentially erode 
the trust that supports the formal institutions in the city’s political system.  There are 
three main solutions to “inappropriate” behavior: 

(1) remove the officials acting inappropriately (by defeating them in elections or 
by dismissing them from their appointed positions); 

(2) clarify ambiguous rules and/or eliminate contradictory rules so officials and 
citizens can more easily understand how officials are expected to act; or 

(3) change the city charter so the formal structure is compatible with the pattern of 
practice established by city officials and preferred by the majority of citizens. 
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Forms of Government 

In the United States, the two main forms of city government are the mayor-
council and council-manager.  The 2001 Form of Government Survey indicates that 38 
percent of cities use the mayor-council form and 53 percent of cities use the council-
manager form in the United States.11 However, in cities with a population over 250,000, 
60 percent use the mayor-council form while 40 percent use the council manager form.12

James Svara outlines the advantages and disadvantages of each form in Table 1.  The 
council-manager form continues to be the preferred form featured in the eighth edition of 
the National Civic League’s Model City Charter.13

Mayor-Council Form 

The mayor-council form uses the separation-of-powers principle.  The city 
council holds the legislative power and the mayor exercises the executive powers.  This 
principle provides the foundation for a conflict pattern of interaction among officials, 
especially elected officials, who have incentives to compete with one another in order to 
accomplish their agendas.14 The council’s role is generally that of a counterweight to the 
leadership provided by the mayor.  Svara suggests the mayor in this form leads “by 
establishing direction, forging coalitions, galvanizing the bureaucracy - in general by 
managing and resolving conflict in all dimensions of the governmental process - the 
Executive Mayor becomes the driving force in this form of government.”15 Indeed, the 
successful Executive Mayor draws power from formal and informal sources to become 
the dominant actor in city government. 

Council-Manager Form 

The council-manager form uses the unification-of-powers principle.  The city 
council holds both the legislative and executive powers. The city council delegates its 
executive power to a professional city manager they appoint to serve at the pleasure of 
the council.  The unification-of-powers principle sets a foundation for a cooperative 
pattern of interaction among officials.16 The council’s role is that of “senior partner” in 
the council-city manager relationship.17 The mayor’s role is facilitative in nature. Svara 
argues the Facilitative Mayor has ample authority to act as the “guiding force in city 
government who helps insure that all other officials are performing as well as possible 
and that all are moving in the right direction.”18 Like the Executive Mayor, the 
Facilitative Mayor can act as a “policy initiator” helping to set the agenda and develop 
policies to address problems facing the community.19 However, the Facilitative Mayor 
need not “pyramid resources” to be successful.  Instead, he or she “accomplishes 
objectives through enhancing the efforts of others. . . .  Rather than seeking power as the 
way to accomplish tasks, the facilitative mayor seeks to empower others.”20
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Table 1: Forms of Government: Advantages and Disadvantages/Strengths and 

Weaknesses
1

Council-Manager Mayor-Council 

Advantages/strengths

Based on collective leadership by 
mayor and council 

Blends political and professional 
leadership

Capacity for setting goals and 
systematically pursuing them long-term 

Greater response to change of council 
majority 

Council focuses on governance role 
along with representational role 

Mayor can be facilitator who provides 
visionary leadership

Faster adoption of management 
innovations; higher level of 
administrative performance and 
management of resources 

City manager is clearly accountable to 
the council for city government 
performance 

Potential to select city manager with 
needed qualities; potential to remove 
manager at any time 

Advantages/strengths

Based on executive leadership by 
mayor 

Stresses political leadership 

Higher capacity for policy innovation 

Greater capacity to forge coalitions and 
overcome political resistance  

Greater response to change of mayor 

CAO can infuse professional 
considerations into governmental 
process if the CAO has professional 
independence or the mayor is 
supportive

Council focuses on representational 
role

Focused political accountability 

Disadvantages/weaknesses

Difficult to coalesce fragmented 
council; fragmented council impedes 
governmental performance 

Mayors less likely to be visionary 
leaders

Political accountability is divided 
among all council members 

Manager can stand in the way of 
mayor/council control over departments

Disadvantages/weaknesses

Success depends on leadership 
capabilities of the mayor  

Greater conflict between mayor and 
council

Council focuses more on service role 
than policy making role 

Slower adoption of management 
innovations; lower level of 
administrative performance and 
management of resources 

Mayor can restrict council oversight of 
departments 

Departments can play mayor against 
council

1Table 1 provided courtesy by Jim Svara.
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Institutional Variation 

Svara has developed the expectations of official behavior derived from the logic 
of appropriateness embedded in the two design principles, separation or unification.
However, the institutional features found in these two basic forms have not remained 
static.  The pattern over the past 100 years is for council-manager cities to adopt features 
from mayor-council cities and vice versa.  Some scholars today find the simple typology 
of council-manager and mayor-council inadequate to capture the changes adopted to alter 
these original forms of government in the United States.  Table 2 presents the seven types 
of government developed by Victor DeSantis and Tari Renner with data from 1996 and 
2001.

DeSantis/Renner use survey data from the 1996 Form of Government Survey to 
identify seven main variations. 21 They suggest three variations of council-manager 
government and four variations of mayor-council government.  Because of the limitations 
in the kinds of questions asked in 1996 survey, they defined both the Empowered Mayor 
in council-manager government and the Strong Mayor in the mayor-council government 
as directly elected officials, having a veto power, and having a formal role in either the 
budget process or the appointment of department heads. 

Susan MacManus and Charles Bullock used the DeSantis/Renner typologies in 
their analysis of the data from the 2001 Form of Government Survey.22 The 2001 Survey 
included more questions about the mayor’s powers, especially about the appointment of 
the city manager or CAO, than did the 1996 survey, so MacManus/Bullock included 
more powers to classify cities.  They were able to classify only 42 percent of the mayor 
council cities and 63 percent of council-manager cities using the modified DeSantis/ 
Renner typologies.  They could not classify the rest of the cities because of the variation 
in powers.  For example, many of the remaining 37 percent of council-manager cities 
could not be classified  because they have empowered mayors who are not elected at-
large, do not have the veto, but who have a role in appointing department heads and/or 
preparing the budget. 

Table 2 DeSantis/Renner Typology of City Government Forms (percentages 

reported)

Type       1996  2001  

Council-Manager Cities 
classic council-manager     37  25 
council-manager with at-large mayor  47  38 
council-manager with empowered mayor 14  0.2 (five cities) 

Mayor-Council Cities 
strong mayor with chief administrative 

officer (CAO)     17  3 
strong mayor without CAO   25  17 
weak mayor with CAO    16  17 
weak mayor without CAO   19  5 

Note: at-large mayor refers to being elected directly by all city voters.   
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H. George Frederickson, Gary Johnson, and Curtis Wood use survey data from a 
sample of cities with populations between 10,000 and 1,000,000 to identify a cluster of 
cities that mix electoral features and the powers of the mayor in such as way as to no 
longer be either of the two traditional forms. 23 The authors create a typology different 
from the DeSantis/Renner using more institutional features in order to better describe the 
variation in form of government, and to demonstrate how the forms of government are 
becoming less distinct over time.  Table 3 presents the list of features for the five types of 
cities developed by Frederickson, et al.24

Type I cities are called “political” cities because they maintain the traditional 
features found in the “Stonger” version of mayor-council government. Type 1 cities are 
16 percent of cities in their study. 

Type II cities are called “administrative” cities because they maintain the 
traditional features found in the classic form of council-manager government.  Type II 
cities are 15 percent of the cities in their study. 

Type III cities are “adapted cities” because they mix features found in Type I and 
Type II cities.  Type III cities are 61 percent of all cities in their sample.  They suggest 
three variations of Type III cities: 

*the adapted political city (16 percent); 
*the conciliated city (13 percent); and 
*the adapted administrative city (40 percent). 

Frederickson et al. defined Cincinnati’s current form of government as a good example of 
a conciliated city, one that is a hybrid form resting on the council-manager plan platform. 

Implications of Adaptation 

If March and Olsen are correct about the “logic of appropriateness” influencing 
the behavior of elected and appointed officials, then mixing of institutional features offers 
challenges and opportunities. 

The main challenge is for officials to understand their roles in governing when 
institutional incentives are ambiguous.  Conflict may increase among members of the city 
council, between the city council and the mayor, and/or between elected officials and 
their appointed professional as each official acts based on their understanding of the 
rules.

The main opportunity in the council-manager form is to enhance the mayor’s 
leadership by giving the mayor additional powers beyond serving as presiding officer of 
council meetings and serving a chief spokesperson for the city. 

The main opportunity in mayor-council government is to enhance professional 
leadership by creating the CAO position.
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Table 3: Frederickson/Johnson/Wood’s Types and Characteristics of American Cities
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Looking to the Mayor for Leadership 

 The desire to enhance the mayor’s ability to provide leadership in the community 
is one of the main reasons why cities adapt their forms of government.  Table 4 compares 
the features and powers cities often use to create an Empowered Mayor in council-
manager government to the features and powers usually exercised by a Strong Mayor in 
the mayor-council form. 

Table 4: Institutional Features and Powers Affecting the Mayor 

      Empowered  Strong 
Feature/Power     Mayor in CM  Mayor in MC

Direct Election by Citizens   yes   yes 
Four-Year Term    yes   yes 
No Term Limits     yes   yes 
Higher pay than council members, 

and in large cities, full-time pay  yes   yes 
Appointing citizens to boards and 

commissions without council approval yes   yes 
Offering a legislative program via a “state of 

the city speech” or other means  yes   yes 
Presenting reports to council and the public yes   yes 
Reviewing the city manager’s budget, 

adding comments and suggestions, 
and then submitting it to council  yes   not applicable 

Preparing the budget/submitting it to council not applicable  yes 
Responsible for executing the law  not applicable  yes 
Nominating the city manager to council for 

approval and/or initiating the 
dismissal of the city manager  yes   not applicable 

Appointing CAO without council approval not applicable  yes 
Appointing assistants or deputy mayors 

without council approval  yes   yes 
Appointing Department Heads 

without council approval  not applicable  yes 
Assigning council members to committees yes   no 
Presiding at council meetings   yes   no 
The power to veto legislation   sometimes  yes 
The power to vote with council on all issues sometimes  no 

Empowered Mayors in the Council-Manager Form 

The features and powers used to create the Empowered Mayor intend to help the 
mayor offer leadership without necessarily undermining the prerogatives of the council or 
the city manager, and indeed can enhance the mayor’s ability to guide the policy-making 
process.25 The power to appoint members of boards and commissions enhances the 
mayor’s status as the official with the best opportunity to establish relationships with the 
city’s public, private, and non-profit leadership.  The direct election, higher pay and 
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perhaps full-time status, provides the mayor the incentive to devote the time needed to 
guide the city’s policy process.  The power to appoint assistants who work on policy, 
media relations and citizen relations increases the ability of mayors to influence policy 
and coordinate council members and the city manager.  The veto power is the most 
controversial feature. 

The National Civic League’s Model City Charter recommends not using the veto 
power, because it separates the mayor from the council and makes it more difficult for the 
mayor to exercise facilitative leadership.  When the mayor presides at council meetings, 
votes with council, and determines the committee memberships, then the mayor can 
emerge as a legislative leader helping to resolve conflict among council members. 

The Model City Charter recommends using the veto power in mayor-council 
cities, especially in conjunction with other powers, so the mayor has the veto as a tool to 
negotiate with council members over the details of the mayor’s legislative program. 

Strong Mayors in the Mayor-Council Form 

The features and powers given to a Strong Mayor are intended to give that office 
the initiative in policy-making and the control of the administration needed to become the 
driving force in city government.  The appointment powers of the Strong Mayor are the 
most controversial features. 

Strong Mayors appoint department heads and/or a CAO without council approval.
They also usually have wide discretion defining the duties of the CAO.  Indeed, when the 
Strong Mayor option is used, the Model City Charter does not recommend defining the 
CAO’s qualifications and duties in the charter in order to insure other officials and 
citizens know who is in charge of the administration – it is the mayor. 

Constrained Mayors in the Mayor-Council Form 

An alternative version of mayor-council government offers what I have called the 
Constrained Mayor.  Constrained Mayors appoint a CAO and department heads with 
council approval, but they may dismiss these administrators without council approval.  
Because the city council has a role, they can potentially influence the mayor’s choices. 

When cities have the mayor-council form using a Constrained Mayor, the Model 
City Charter suggests giving the CAO more independence from the mayor, by defining 
the CAO’s qualifications and duties in the charter.  The Model City Charter suggests the 
CAO should: 

1. have the “same professional qualifications as the city manager;” 

2. prepare the budget and submit it to the mayor who then adds his or her 
recommendations before submitting it to council; 

3. recommend personnel appointments to the mayor, although the mayor retains 
control over the removal of department heads and other major administrative 
officials; and 
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4. provide policy advice and information to the mayor, but also insures that council 
is informed.26

The Model City Charter acknowledges that the CAO in this option often maybe caught in 
the conflict between the council and the mayor and therefore may have a difficult time 
exercising professional leadership (as the “logic of appropriateness” suggests might 
occur).  Nevertheless, the CAO’s presence is an opportunity for a professional to direct 
the work of the city government, provide advice and to help mediate mayor-council 
conflict. 

Survey Data on the Mayor’s Powers 

The trends in the United States are to enhance the role of the mayor in council-
manager communities and to include professional leadership in mayor-council 
communities.  The changes in council-manager government intend to encourage 
members of the city council to look to the mayor for leadership in performing the 
governance function, much as council members in “strong” mayor-council communities 
look to the mayor.  The addition of a professional CAO brings the advantages of 
professional city management to mayor-council communities.  As was evident in my 
summary of the DeSantis/Renner, MacManus/Bullock and Frederickson et al 
classifications of government forms, few communities have adopted all of the features 
designed to enhance the mayor’s or professional manager’s leadership potential.   

Council-Manager Communities 

The effort to enhance the status of the mayor in council-manager communities has 
met with some success, but the majority of these communities in the United States have 
not adopted all of the ideas.  Data in Table 5 from the 2001 Form of Government Survey 
for council-manager communities document the pattern of use of some of the mayor’s 
powers and other institutional features.27
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Table 5: Institutional Features of Mayor’s Office in Council-Manager Cities 

 Feature       % of cities 

1. directly elected by the voters    65 
2. four-year term      32 
3. no term limits      88 
4. appoints citizens to serve on advisory or 

quasi-judicial authorities, boards, and/or 
commissions (note that the survey did not 
ask about council approval)    76 

5. annual report on the state of the community  41 
6. receives the budget developed by the 

professional manager     30 
7. initiates the appointment and/or dismissal of 

the professional manager     41 
8. assigns council members to committees   80 
9. position officially defined as full-time   7 
10. veto ordinances      12 

The 2001 Form of Government Survey did not ask about the mayor’s power to 
appoint assistants or deputy mayors; however, in my study of large cities (cities with a 
population over 370,000) I found that 10 of the 13 council-manager cities gave the mayor 
this power.28

The 2003 Municipal Year Book reports the mean salary in 2002 for mayors in 
council-manager communities was $11,037, and in council-manager communities with a 
population over 250,000 and less than 500,000, the mean salary was $54, 833.29

The size of city is related to the use of these powers.  It is in cities over 250,000 
population where the effort to create Empowered Mayors is most likely to occur and be 
successful.
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Mayor-Council Communities 

The mayor-council communities have also not adopted all the features needed to 
have a fully developed Strong Mayor.  The 2001 Form of Government Survey data in 
Table 6 document the use of some of the powers and other features relevant to having a 
Strong Mayor in mayor-council cities. 

Table 6: Institutional Features of Mayor’s Office in Mayor-Council Cities 

Feature       % of cities 

1. directly elected by the voters    97 
2. four year term      68 
3. no term limits      94 
4. annual report on the state of the community  62 
5. receives the budget developed by the 

professional manager     66 
6. independent responsibility to prepare the budget  25 
7. may veto ordinances     58 
8. appoints citizens to serve on advisory or 

quasi-judicial authorities, boards, and/or commissions 
(note that the survey did not ask about council 
approval)       90 

9. initiates the appointment and/or dismissal of the CAO 53 
10. appoints department heads without council approval 38 
11. position officially defined as full-time   28 
12. appoints the CAO without council approval  16 

The 2001 Form of Government Survey did not ask about the mayor’s power to 
appoint assistants or deputy mayors; however, in my study of large cities I found all 26 
mayor-council cities gave the mayor this power (and only one city required council 
approval).  I also found that 23 of the 26 cities gave the mayor primary responsibility to 
prepare the budget.30

The 2003 Municipal Year Book reports that the mean salary in 2002 for mayors in 
mayor-council communities was $36,786, and in mayor-council communities with a 
population over 250,000 and less than 500,000, the mean salary was $99,586.31

As is true for Empowered Mayors in council-manager communities, it is in cities 
with a population over 250,000 where the Strong Mayor in the mayor-council form is 
most prevalent. 

General Comments on Form 

For those reform-minded political leaders and their supporters who think formal 
institutional features are preventing their mayors from offering the kind of leadership 
needed in their cities, I suggest two options. 
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Option 1 is to change the institutional design in order to use the strongest version 
of mayoral leadership appropriate to the form of government currently in use. 

There is, however, a risk in using Option 1.  Some changes may lead to a package 
of formal institutional features that do not consistently support either the executive-style 
of leadership or the facilitative-style of leadership by the mayor.  For example, giving the 
mayor a general veto power in council-manager cities and the power to nominate the city 
manager and initiate the manager’s removal creates rules that can make it difficult for the 
mayor to lead council and for the city manager to respond to both the city council and the 
mayor when conflict is present.  This lack of clarity in the rules generates ambiguity that 
can inhibit an official’s ability to interpret clearly his or her role.  In other words, 
following the logic of appropriateness could be more difficult and the potential to erode 
trust among officials and with the public can increase.   

Option 2 is to change the form of government in order to create the formal 
institutional incentives needed for a different style of mayoral leadership (i.e., executive 
or facilitative).  Although changing the basic form of government is difficult to 
accomplish, it may be preferable when compared to producing a hybrid set of formal 
institutional features which inhibit the efforts of all city officials to follow the “logic of 
appropriateness.”

Oakland serves as an example of a city that first pursued Option 1 and then 
moved on to Option 2.  In the late 1960s, the mayor of Oakland earned a part-time salary, 
had three secretaries and one administrative assistant.32 Reformers followed Option 1 to 
enhance the mayor’s office.  By the 1990s, the mayor of Oakland received a full-time 
salary and could appoint a number of assistants, such as a chief of staff, an assistant for 
media relations, an assistant for economic development, and an assistant for 
environmental policy.  These changes established formal features that were consistent 
with the rules supporting a facilitative-style of leadership. 

Yet some city officials, especially the mayors, and community leaders continued 
to push for changing the mayor’s powers.  In November 1998, Oakland’s voters were 
asked again to approve changes in the mayor’s powers, a change that would essentially 
establish a “strong” mayor-council form of government with a CAO.  This time, by a 
vote of 3 to 1, Measure X passed.  The change is not permanent, however.  A provision in 
Measure X requires citizens to again vote to approve it in six years or the experiment will 
end and the charter will revert to the council-manager form.   

Professional Leadership 

 The long-term trend in city government regardless of form is to establish positions 
in the executive branch of government for professional leadership.  In 2001, for example, 
103 cities considered adding this type of position compared to 32 that considered 
eliminating the position.  Of these proposed changes, 74 cities approved the addition of a 
“chief appointed officer” while only nine cities approved the position’s elimination.33

Professional Attributes 

 The professional manager is typically one who has a combination of three 
attributes:
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1. a graduate degree in public administration or public affairs (sometimes public 
policy, urban planning or business administration); 

2. extensive years of experience in municipal government (often as an assistant); and 

3. a personal commitment to the roles and values promoted by the Code of Ethics 
developed by the International City/County Management Association (ICMA) 
and also found in the ICMA’s Declaration of Ideals. 

Administrators working in council-manager and mayor-council governments are eligible 
for membership in ICMA, although being a member of ICMA is usually not required for 
employment.  Indeed, the Model City Charter does not require ICMA membership even 
though it recommends the council-manager governmental form. 

In addition to these three attributes, the professional manager in the future may be 
identified as an “ICMA Credentialed Manager.”  ICMA initiated a voluntary 
credentialing program in 2001 that encourages members to undertake a self-assessment 
of their knowledge and engage in at least 40 hours of education and training per year to 
insure their knowledge of the 17 core competencies/practices needed to be an effective 
local government manager/administrator.  The 17 core competencies/practices are: 

1. Staff Effectiveness (coaching/mentoring, team leadership, empowerment, 
delegating);

2. Policy Facilitation (facilitative leadership, facilitative council effectiveness, 
mediation/negotiation); 

3. Functional and Operational Expertise and Planning; 
4. Citizen Service; 
5. Quality Assurance; 
6. Initiative, Risk Taking, Vision, Creativity, and Innovation; 
7. Technological Literacy 
8. Democratic Advocacy and Citizen Participation; 
9. Diversity; 
10. Budgeting; 
11. Financial Analysis; 
12. Human Resources Management; 
13. Strategic Planning; 
14. Adovcacy and Interpersonal Communication; 
15. Presentation Skills; 
16. Media Relations; and 
17. Integrity (Personal integrity, professional integrity, organizational integrity). 

For more information on the ICMA’s Code of Ethics, Declaration of Ideals, Practices for 
Effective Local Government Management, and the Voluntary Credentialing Program, 
visit www.icma.org. 
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Both council-manager and mayor-council communities are well-served by employing 
professionals to serve as city manager or CAO.  Professional local government managers 
contribute to good government by performing six roles: 

1. Educator: professional managers can provide information, advice, and 
recommendations to the elected officials and the community; 

2. Listener: professional managers consult with staff, elected officials, citizens, and 
their professional peers before developing proposals, making recommendations, 
and sometimes before making significant decisions; 

3. Facilitator: professional managers can help elected officials develop an effective 
working relationship with each other, as well as with the manager, staff and 
community; and they can promote a deliberative process that includes elected 
officials, staff, citizens, and the manager in order to secure informed decision-
making; 

4. Subordinate: professional managers respond to direction set by elected officials 
and to the community values and preferences expressed by citizens; 

5. Director: professional managers inform staff of policies, direct the work of the 
staff, and follow-up to insure the staff’s performance complies with policies; and 

6. Broker: professional managers help mediate conflict and use their negotiating 
skills to resolve disputes constructively.34

Svara summaries several of the key contributions: “the commitment to basing policy and 
service delivery on need rather than demand, stressing the long-term interests of the 
community as a whole, promoting equity and fairness, recognizing the interconnection of 
policies, and advancing citizen participation that is broad and inclusive.”35

In order to increase the chances that the council and/or the mayor will appoint a 
professional, the charter could have provisions defining the professional character of the 
position by listing basic qualifications and duties. 

Range of Responsibilities 

Research indicates city managers have greater independence and a higher profile 
in city government than do CAOs, especially when the mayor appoints the CAO without 
council approval.36 City managers usually will interact with the city council members, 
citizen-leaders and community-groups more frequently than CAOs.  City managers also 
have greater independence in administrative processes, such as budgeting, planning, 
human resource management and addressing service delivery issues.  Both city managers 
and CAOs will interact with the media, but in cities with a population over 100,000, 
mayors perform media relations more so than either professional. 

The data suggest neither contemporary city managers nor contemporary CAOs are 
typically invisible or behind-the-scenes officials.  The lesser role for the CAO compared 
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to the city manager is directly a result of his or her serving as part of the mayor’s 
administration and taking direction from the mayor, even when council approves the 
CAO’s appointment.   

Compensation

 The 2003 Municipal Year Book reports the mean salary for city managers to be 
$89,001, and in cities with a population between 250,000 and less than 500,000, the mean 
salary is $173,068.  CAOs usually have lower salaries than city managers; earning an 
average salary of $69,404 in 2002, and in cities with a population between 250,000 and 
less than 500,000, earning an average of $148,465. 

Election of City Council 

The rules featured in election law affect campaigns for seats on the city council.  
These electoral rules attract certain kinds of people to be candidates and influence how 
they act if they are elected.37 Five important characteristics of electoral systems are party 
affiliation on the ballot, at-large or district (ward) elections, term limits, size of council, 
and length of term. 

Partisan and Non-Partisan 

The data from the 2001 Form of Government Survey on electoral systems affirm 
the continued popularity of non-partisan elections.38 Survey results indicated only 33 
percent of mayor-council communities and 15 percent of council-manager communities 
list the partisan affiliation of candidates on the ballot. 

The main advantage of a non-partisan election is the candidate not having to 
engage voters initially as a Democrat, Republican, or other party’s candidate.  The focus 
of the campaign in a non-partisan election is not intended to be on party identification 
and party-building.  The opportunity exists, therefore, to create an identity that, at the 
very least, appeals beyond party labels, and supports a candidate’s effort to build an 
inclusive electoral coalition that will focus on the candidate’s qualifications and his or her 
proposed solutions to issues.  Indeed, independents are more likely to win seats on 
council when non-partisan elections are used and so are candidates who do not identify 
strongly with a political party.39

Partisan elections are popular in certain states, such as Pennsylvania, New Jersey, 
and New York.  They are popular because candidates can use the political party as a 
means to contest elections, shape a legislative program that the party’s candidates will 
work on, and as a way to organize government.  Partisan elections also generally have 
higher voter participation than non-partisan elections.40

Interestingly Timothy Bledsoe found in his study of city council member careers 
that partisan elections do not necessarily attract candidates who are more motivated to 
further the interests of their political party, but they do attract people who enjoy politics, 
who pursue personal advancement through public office, and who are more likely to seek 
a political career.41 It also is true that even in non-partisan elections, candidates often use 
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appeals to party loyalty, sometimes “behind-the-scenes”, to persuade citizens to vote for 
them. 

At-large and Single-Member Districts 

The data from the 2001 Form of Government Survey indicate: 

1. at-large elections are used exclusively in 51 percent of mayor-council 
communities and 72 percent of council-manager communities;42

2. district elections are used exclusively in 24 percent of mayor-council communities 
and 9 percent of council-manager communities;43 and 

3. mixed electoral systems, which combine at-large and district elections, are used in 
25 percent of the mayor-council communities and 19 percent of the council-
manager communities.44

The trend over the past two decades is towards mixed electoral systems, which is an 
effort to gain the advantages of each electoral method and also compensate for the 
disadvantages of each. 

At-large elections remain popular because the electoral incentive for candidates is 
to create a coalition of supporters by appealing to universalistic interests or by crafting a 
platform for candidates that is inclusive of particularistic interests.45 Universalistic 
interests are grounded in abstract values, such as honesty, efficiency, economy and 
effectiveness in government.  Candidates who feature these values in their campaigns 
believe all citizens are affected and therefore have an interest in making sure government 
acts on these values.  The inclusive coalition approach to winning at-large elections 
increases the chances that diversity will find its way into city council deliberations.  
There is an effort to either balance the slate of candidates running together so a range of 
different factions are included and the platform reflects diverse ideas; or the individual 
candidate attempts to craft a message that includes the particular concerns of different 
factions in the community. 

At-large elections have two main disadvantages: 

1. in socially heterogeneous communities, even if the inclusive coalition approach is 
used, the at-large election system may not provide representation of the range of 
social, geographic and economic interests present in the community; and 

2. campaigning in at-large elections is more expensive than in district elections. 

In recent decades, many communities changed at-large electoral systems to 
single-member district systems or to mixed systems.  The use of single-member districts 
to elect members of the governing body creates incentives for officials to see the 
community interest as pluralistic.  In many heterogeneous communities, neighborhoods 
often have concentrations of residents of similar economic, racial and ethnic 
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characteristics, and so single member districts increase the chances of these diverse 
interests having representation on the governing body.  Defending and promoting the 
interests of the district becomes the customary approach.  Finally, the cost of 
campaigning is usually lower in district elections than at-large elections. 

District elections have three main disadvantages: 

1. the electoral incentive for council members is to focus almost exclusively on the 
geographic area of the city they represent which can create barriers to cooperation 
among council members to address city-wide issues.  In other words, district 
elections increase the likelihood of fragmented councils. 

2. district elections can attract people who see their primary purpose as being 
ombudsman for their supporters; that is, helping constituents get questions 
answered, service problems corrected and so on, rather than focusing on mission 
and policy concerns, as well as constituent service. 

3. drawing the boundaries of districts every ten years is often a difficult task, 
because of the need to balance the different criteria relevant to designing districts, 
such as race, neighborhood integrity, political party, and so on. 

The kind of candidate attracted to run for city council generally varies by the type 
of election as well.  District elections tend to attract candidates who pursue personal 
advancement through public office and who seek office in order to help people with 
whom they share a personal connection, such as family, friends, and neighbors. 46 In 
contrast, candidates in at-large elections are more likely to be motivated not by a love of 
politics or personal success, but out of a sense of community service and a commitment 
to abstract values such as honesty, efficiency, and good government.47

The advantage of a mixed electoral system is that the council is likely to consist 
of different kinds of people, so the potential is to achieve a balanced type of 
representation on council. 

Term Limits 

Term limits on local governing bodies are still rare in the United States.  The 2001 
Form of Government Survey indicates only 5 and 13 percent of mayor-council and 
council-manager communities, respectively, use term limits.48 Term limits are designed 
to mandate turnover on city councils (and also for mayors) in order to create competitive 
elections and generate greater responsiveness to community interests.  Term limits 
address the problem of long-serving incumbents who favor the entrenched interests that 
re-elect them, rather than seeking to be responsive to new interests, or a wider range of 
interests, present in the community. 

Incumbents in city council elections have similar advantages enjoyed by state and 
national elected legislators: name recognition, access to financial resources for their 
campaigns, and an opportunity to run on a record of service.  In a National League of 
Cities (NLC) Survey in 2001, nearly two-thirds of city council members in council-
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manager and mayor-council communities either won by a large margin, so they had 
“safe” seats, or were unopposed for re-election.49 Only 11 percent of council members 
had competitive, close re-elections.  Also reported in the NLC survey, a majority of 
council members intended to run for re-election and only 16 percent said they would not 
seek re-election. 

Although term limits have certain advantages mentioned above, there are two 
important negative consequences. 

First, by increasing turnover among experienced members of the city council, 
term limits replace capable incumbents with inexperienced city council members who 
may pursue a limited vision of the job.  For example, the longer a council member serves 
in office the broader the range of interests he or she represents, and representing the 
political party becomes much less important while promoting business interests becomes 
more important.49 Veteran city council members also can help steer new members in their 
first term toward a greater appreciation for their role in mission and policy making, and 
away from single-issue politics and micromanaging. 

Second, voters are denied the chance to re-elect a competent incumbent, who may 
be well-liked by citizens and other officials.  Restricting the voters this way is placing a 
limit on the democratic character of the city government. 

Size of City Council 

The size of the city council varies from a minimum of three to a maximum of 15 
in council-manager cities and from a minimum of three to a maximum of 50 in mayor-
council cities.51 The larger the city as determined by population the larger the size of the 
city councils.  The average size is six in the council-manager city and seven in the mayor-
council city.  Larger city councils allow for a lower ratio of representative to constituents, 
but may also become unwieldy, requiring greater formality in conducting the business of 
the city.  The advantage of small councils is that the voters can more easily identify the 
members and hold those officials accountable for the government’s performance. 

Length of Term

The majority of city council members in both mayor-council cities and in council-
manager cities serve four year terms.52 The four year term rather than a shorter term, such 
as two years, creates an incentive for council members to focus on longer-term issues and 
a wider range of interests.  The four year term reduces campaign expenses and the 
amount of time devoted to campaigning compared to having to run every two or three 
years.  The two main disadvantages are waiting longer before an unpopular council 
member can be challenged/defeated in an election and attracting citizens who are willing 
to commit to a four year term. 

City Council Compensation 

City councils are of three basic types: the volunteer council; the part-time council 
and the full-time council.  The volunteer council members do not receive a salary for 
their service.  Only about 15 percent of cities have volunteer councils and this number is 
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declining.53 Furthermore, volunteer councils are more likely in council-manager 
communities than in mayor-council communities.54

The 2001 NLC Survey found that average salaries are higher in mayor-council 
cities ($12,566) than in council-manager cities ($7,500), especially in cities with 
populations over 200,000 ($23,335 in council-manager cities and $39,061 in mayor-
council cities). 

The 2001 NLC survey also reports that in cities with a population over 200,000 
the trend is to increase pay to over $50,000 making the council position a full-time office 
as far as salary is concerned. 

The NLC survey indeed found that council members in cities over 200,000 
reported working an average of 42 hours per week compared to council members in 
smaller communities who reported working an average of 25 or fewer hours per week on 
their duties.  The salaries of city council members in fourteen cities are presented in 
Table 7. 

Table 7: City Council Salaries in Fourteen Cities 

City     2000 Population Salary    

Council-Manager Cities 
 San Antonio, TX  1,144,646  $20 per meeting 
 Kansas City, MO  441,545  $40,000 
 Charlotte, NC   540,828  $13,438 +$5800 for expenses 

Phoenix, AZ   1,321,045  $51,500 
San Diego, CA  1,223,400  $75,386 
Raleigh, NC   311,744  $10,000 
San Jose, CA   911,000  $75,005 

Mayor-Council Cities 
 Chicago, IL   2,900,000  $91,600 
 Cleveland, OH  478,403  $67,736 
 Atlanta, GA   417,000  $32,473 
 Pittsburgh, PA   333,563  $52,123 
 Minneapolis, MN  382,618  $67,255 
 Albuquerque, NM  448,607  $9,600 
 Philadelphia, PA  1,517,550  $98,000 

Three Advantages of Full-time Councils 

First, the council member’s full-time commitment when combined with 
employing his or her own staff gives the council some independence from the mayor 
and/or the professional manager.  Full-time council members are able to gather 
information and develop a network of relationships with community leaders, groups and 
constituents that may help them individually and collectively to act as a “counterweight” 
in the mayor-council form or as a “senior partner” in the council-manager form. 
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Second, full-time council positions are more likely to attract motivated 
officeholders who will not have to struggle to balance their public responsibilities with 
their full-time careers.55 Full-time council members are likely to focus their work on their 
council-related duties. 

Third, community leaders who are politically ambitious are more likely to seek a 
full-time council position, which may help invigorate the political process by stimulating 
creative policy making and increased citizen participation. 

Four Advantages of Part-Time Councils 

First, they are less expensive to fund, which saves taxpayers money. 
Second, citizens who do not want to give up successful careers as leaders in non-

profit or for-profit organizations will be more likely to seek to serve their community by 
running for city council knowing it requires less than 25 hours per week.  The presence of 
citizens who continue to pursue private careers can add a breadth of community 
experience needed in council deliberations. 

Third, citizens who seek to serve their community without having ambitions for 
higher political office are more likely to run for part time positions.  Such council 
members may be less likely to vote on issues and take positions on issues based on how 
these decisions will affect their political careers. 

Fourth, part-time council members may be more willing to focus on governance 
activities, such as helping to determine missions, goals, and policies, rather than spending 
so much time on representation-type activities such as providing information and being a 
complaint processor for constituents. 

Indeed, the 2001 NLC survey found the average number of hours devoted to 
“doing services for people” was nine hours for part-time council members compared to 
18 hours for full-time council members; and the percentage of total work hours devoted 
to this activity was 35 percent for part-time council members compared to 42 percent for 
full-time council members.  Processing citizen complaints, providing information to 
citizens and other constituent services would be primarily achieved via the mayor and/or 
professional manager if council members shifted their work towards governance. 

Final Comments

 In 1999, Cincinnati established an Empowered Mayor variation of council-
manager government.  Indeed by giving the mayor the power to nominate and initiate the 
removal of the city manager, and also the veto power, Cincinnati created a hybrid form of 
government that makes the mayor a “partial executive.”  Now that changes in the charter 
are again being considered, there are three main options regarding form of government. 

Option 1: No Change.  Option 1 suggests the institutional arrangements are not 
the primary reason for dissatisfaction with the performance of city government.  This 
option would give the Empowered Mayor approach, which is relatively new, more time 
to work.

Option 2: Revise Mayor’s Powers.  Option 2 suggests retaining the empowered 
mayor version of the council-manager form, but adjusts the powers of the mayor in order 
to clarify the roles and duties various officials perform. 
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One change would be to eliminate the mayor’s veto power and allow the mayor to 
vote with council on all issues.  This change is compatible with the mayor’s role as 
legislative leader of the council. 

A second change would be to eliminate the mayor’s power to nominate and/or to 
initiate the removal of the city manager.  The city manager would no longer have to 
report to, and receive direction from, both the mayor and the council, which creates 
potential for confusion regarding to whom the city manager is ultimately responsible.  
The mayor as leader of the council would still have the potential to use informal 
resources to influence the choice and/or dismissal of the city manager, and would still be 
expected to form a partnership with the city manager to offer leadership in the city. 

I illustrate Option 2 in Table 8 by comparing Cincinnati to Raleigh, NC and San 
Jose, CA.  Raleigh is an example of part-time mayor who has the powers to act as a 
legislative leader.  San Jose is an example of a full-time mayor who has the powers to act 
as a policy and legislative leader, as well as the power to nominate (but not initiate the 
removal of) the city manager. 

Option 3: Change the Form.  Option 3 suggests adopting the mayor-council form 
with a CAO.  The city manager would become a CAO appointed by the mayor.  The 
strongest version of this approach is to allow the mayor to appoint and remove the CAO 
without council approval. 

The Model City Charter recommends allowing the mayor to determine the 
breadth of managerial control the CAO will have, especially appointing, removing and 
directing the work of some or all department heads; preparing reports; and preparing the 
budget.  But this need not be the case if Cincinnati would like to have a defined role for 
the CAO in order to enhance professionalism in government.  If there is a concern that 
the mayor may appoint a person who is not a professional, then the CAO’s basic 
qualifications, powers and duties should be written into the charter. 

Finally, the Strong Mayor in the mayor-council form usually does not preside at 
council meetings, nor appoint the chairs of council committees.  These two tasks usually 
are performed by a council member chosen by the council to serve as council president.
However, if the mayor retains these two powers, then he or she will have an enhanced 
ability to lead the legislative process in Cincinnati. 

I illustrate Option 3 in Table 9 presenting profiles of Albuquerque, NM and 
Philadelphia, PA.  Albuquerque is an example of a full-time “Constrained” Mayor who 
appoints a CAO with council approval.  Philadelphia is an example of a Strong Mayor 
who appoints a CAO without council approval 

In addition to changing the mayor’s powers, the Election Reform Commission is 
considering changes in the system of electing the city council and/or the council’s stature 
(part-time vs. full-time).  These changes do not have an impact on the choice between 
council-manager government and mayor-council government.  The changes do affect the 
representation of citizens, the costs of campaigning, the issues debated in campaigns, the 
kinds of candidates seeking office and the way council members perform their jobs. 

The data in Table 8 and Table 9 also illustrate different approaches used in four 
cities.  Raleigh and Albuquerque are examples of part-time councils.  San Jose and 
Philadelphia are examples of full-time councils.  District elections are used in San Jose 
and Albuquerque.  Mixed electoral systems are used in Raleigh and Philadelphia.  Term 
limits are used in three of the cities: San Jose, Albuquerque and Philadelphia. 
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For more information on each city I recommend visiting their home pages: 

Raleigh: www.raleigh-nc.org   Albuquerque: www.cabq.gov 
San Jose: www.ci.san-jose.ca.us  Philadelphia: www.phila.gov
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Table 8: Council-Manager Cities with Empowered Mayors

Feature     Cincinnati Raleigh San Jose

Current Population    331,285 311,744 911,000 
Percent African-American   43  28  3.6 
Percent Hispanic    1  7  30 
Percent Asian     1.5  3.4  27 

Mayor’s Salary    115,786 15,000  105,021 
Council Member Salary   57,000  10,000  75,005 

Mayoral Features 
 Direct Election   yes  yes  yes 
 Length of Term   4  2  4 
 Non-Partisan Election   yes  yes  yes 
 Term Limits    2  none  2 (successive) 
 Member of Council   yes  yes  yes 
 Presiding Officer   yes  yes  yes 
 Votes with Council   no  yes  yes 
 Veto Power    yes  none  none 
 Annual State-of-City Speech  yes  yes  yes 
 Receive and Comment of City 
  Manager’s Budget  yes  no  no 
 Prepare Budget Message  no  no  yes* 
 Appoints Assistants   yes  no  yes 
  Nominates City Manager  yes  no  yes 
 Initiates City Manager’s Removal yes  no  no 

Council Elections 
 Length of Term   2  2  4 
 Non-Partisan Election   yes  yes  yes 
 Term Limits    4 (successive) none  2 (successive) 
 Size of Council (excluding mayor) 9  7  10 
 At-Large Seats   9  2  none 
 District Seats    none  5  10 

*The mayor prepares a budget message which offers priorities and recommendations to 
the council.  The council also receives a budget request from the city manager. The 
council may make revisions in the Mayor’s budget message and then the council adopts 
the message as presented by the mayor or revised by council.  The city manager and the 
mayor coordinate their efforts to prepare the budget message and the budget. 
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Table 9: Mayor-Council Cities with CAOs 

Feature      Albuquerque Philadelphia

Current Population     448,607 1,517,550 
Percent African-American    3.1  43 
Percent Hispanic     40  8.5 
Percent Asian      2.2  4.5 

Mayor’s Salary     96,000  165,000 
Council Member Salary    9,600  98,000 
Council President Salary    19,200  123,000 

Mayoral Features 
 Direct Election    yes  yes 
 Length of Term    4  4 
 Non-Partisan Election    yes  no 
 Term Limits     2  2 
 Member of Council    no  no 
 Presiding Officer    no  no 
 Votes with Council    no  no 
 Veto Power     yes  yes 
 Proposes Legislation    yes  yes 
 Prepares Budget    yes  yes 
 Submits Reports    yes  yes 
 Executes the Law    yes  yes 
 Appoints Assistants/Deputies   yes  yes 

without council approval  yes  yes 
  Appoints CAO    yes  yes 

without council approval  no  yes 
 Dismiss CAO without council approval yes  yes 
 Appoint Department Heads   yes  yes 
  without council approval  no  yes 
 Dismiss Department Heads   yes  yes 
  without council approval  yes  yes 
 Appoint Boards and Commissions  yes  yes 
  without council approval  no  yes 

Council Elections 
 Length of Term    4  4 
 Non-Partisan Election    yes  no 
 Term Limits     2  no 
 Size of Council (excluding mayor)  9  17 
 At-Large Seats    none  7 
 District Seats     9  10 
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1. Additional Specific Data on Large Cities 

I offer the summary comment on page 14 in my report that “it is in cities with a 
population over 250,000 where the Strong Mayor in the mayor-council form is most 
prevalent.”  In Table 1, I present data supporting that conclusion.  Recall that the main 
distinction between a Strong Mayor and a Constrained Mayor is that Constrained Mayors 
make appointments with council approval.  Also, 60 percent of cities over 250,000 use 
the mayor-council form and 65 percent of cities over 370,000 have the mayor-council 
form. 

Table 1: Institutional Features and Powers in Affecting the Mayor in Large Cities 

  (Percentages Reported) 

      (Both CM and MC) (MC only) 
Feature/Power     250,000 and above1 370,000 and above2

Direct Election by Citizens   100   100 
Four-Year Term    80   92 
No Term Limits     49   46 
Full-time Pay     “Majority”  96 
Appoint citizens to boards/commissions  85 (100,000 and above) 100 

Most appointments without council 
Approval   not in survey  35 

Offer a legislative program via a “state of 
the city speech” or other means  “Majority”3  100 

Present reports to council and the public  not in survey  100 
Sole Responsibility to prepare the budget 40   88 
Responsible for executing the law  not in survey  100 
Appoint CAO without council approval  17   584

Appoint assistants or deputy mayors 
without council approval  not in survey  96 

Appoint Department Heads 
without council approval  75 (500,000 and above) 39 
     39 (250,000 – 499,999)  

The power to veto legislation   88 (500,000 and above) 96 
      65 (250,000 – 499,999) 

1I do not have the raw data for the 2001 Form of Government Survey.  I have relied on 
the published report of the data in Susan A. MacManus and Charles S. Bullock, “The 
Form, Structure, and Composition of America’s Municipalities in the Millennium” in The

Municipal Year Book 2003 (Washington, D.C: International City/County Management 



Association), 3-18.  They do not report data for each form of government within each 
population category, so I cannot distinguish between council-manager government (CM) 
and mayor-council government (MC) in large cities.  I can focus on mayor-council cities 
in my study, which I do in column 2.  Note that the data from the 2001 Form of 
Government Survey under-reports cities over 500,000, because many of these cities did 
not complete the survey.  That is why my study helps here because I have all of them. 

2The information in this column is from my study in 1998 of the 40 cities over 370,000 
population (see Craig M. Wheeland, “An Institutionalist Perspective on Mayoral 
Leadership: Linking Leadership Style to Formal Structure,” National Civic Review 91:1 
(Spring 2002): 25-39.).  I report only for the 26 mayor-council cities, which is 65% of 
cities over 370,000. 

3This summary comment of the 2001 data is from Kimberly Nelson, Structure of 

American Municipal Government, Special Data Issue no. 4 (2002) (Washington, DC: 
International City/County Management Association, 2002). 

4This percentage is from Kimberly Nelson, “Assessing the CAO Position in a Strong-
Mayor Government,” National Civic Review 91:1 (Spring 2002): 41-54.  Nelson studied 
the same 40 cities featured in my study. 

2. The Recall Provision 

During my presentation to the Election Reform Commission, a member asked about the 
recall provision.  I suggested it was a common feature in large cities.  The data from the 
2001 Form of Government Survey as reported by MacManus and Bullock support this 
conclusion.  About 90 percent of cities over 250,000 have the recall provision in their 
charters.

3. The Qualifications of CAOs 

During all of my presentations, people asked about the qualifications of CAOs compared 
to city managers.  CAOs are more likely to have MBA and Law degrees than city 
managers who are more likely to have MPA degrees.  CAOs are more likely to mix 
private sector management experience with public service in appointed positions, such as 
serving as deputy mayor and/or as a citizen on a board/commission/authority.  I offer two 
profiles below to illustrate the qualifications of CAOs. 

Jay Czar, CAO, Albuquerque, NM, has an MBA and completed the Kennedy School 
Program for Senior Executives in State and Local Government at Harvard in 1993.  He 
served in various management positions in Albuquerque since 1986 before being 
appointed by the Mayor and approved by city council to serve as CAO. 

Philip Goldsmith, Managing Director (i.e. CAO), Philadelphia, PA, has law degree from 
George Washington University.  He has extensive service on various community boards.  
He served as a deputy mayor from 1979 to 1982.  He held senior management positions 



with PNC Bank Corporation from 1982 to 1994.  He served as Chief Operating Officer of 
Diversified Search Company, an executive recruitment firm, until he joined the city in 
Mayor Street’s administration. 

The general pattern and these two examples support my conclusion that professional 
leadership can be present in mayor-council government, and in Strong Mayor systems. 

4. The Use of District Elections and Mixed Systems in Large Cities 

Although not reported by Kimberly Nelson1 in her summary of the data from the 2001 
Form of Government Survey, I reviewed data on electoral methods in the appendix of her 
report.  The data in Table 2 support my conclusion that district elections and mixed 
systems are used by majority of large cities; indeed, 79 percent of cities over 330,000 use 
either districts or mixed systems.  Columbus, OH is one of the few mayor-council cities 
still using at-large elections. 

Table 2: Method of Electing City Council (Percentages Reported) 

Method  Cities over 330,000

At-Large  21 

District  42 

Mixed   37 

1Kimberly Nelson, Elected Municipal Councils, Special Date Issue no. 3 (2002) 
(Washington, DC: International City/County Management Association, 2002). 









































ELECTORAL REFROM COMMISSION 

-MINORITY REPORT- 

March 8, 2004 

Mr. Mayor and Members of Council, 

1.) The members of the Electoral Reform Commission who voted in opposition to a nine-district 
election system and those members who voted in opposition to the executive mayor proposal offer 
the following Minority Report for your consideration. 

2.) It is the position of the Minority Collective that no change in the method of Council elections is 
advisable at this time.  Data gathered during the Electoral Reform Commission’s public hearings 
suggest that minority representation on City Council is a driving force behind the perceived need for 
a district election system.  In addition, it is argued by those in favor of districts that Council 
members will be more accountable, and therefore more responsive, to the neighborhoods within their 
respective districts. Evidence collected by the Electoral Reform Commission does not support these 
claims.   

3.) The most recent Council election has shown that equitable African American representation on 
Council can be achieved under our current at-large system.  In fact, professional polling results 
indicate that 61% of those polled feel that City Council fairly represents them and their neighbors, 
70% feel that City Council is responsive to issues that concern the city, and 53% feel that the current 
method of Council elections is serving the city well and should be kept as it is.  Currently, three 
African American Council members reside in the same neighborhood (with a fourth living in an 
adjacent neighborhood that was included within the same district in all district map proposals 
considered by this commission); a result that would not have been possible under a district system.   

4.) It is the opinion of the Minority Collective that a district election system would likely serve to pit 
neighborhood against neighborhood at the expense of issues facing the entire city, and create and/or 
exacerbate tensions between and among majority and minority groups.   

5.) Although we recommend no change in the method of Council elections at this time, it is the opinion 
of the Minority Collective that a proportional representation election system would be far superior to 
a district-based system.  Such a system would ensure that all minority groups gain representation on 
Council without the attendant horse-trading and neighborhood competition likely under a district-
based election system.   

6.) The Minority Collective opposes the executive mayor proposal.  Professional city management 
provides a barrier to the corruption and politicizing tendencies that surge when one person holds 
authority over city operations, and ensures that qualified personnel oversee daily city operations 
without unnecessary political interference.  Failures of city management may be attributable to 
incompetent professional management; a concern that can be corrected through replacement of 
personnel.  In addition, city management can be enhanced if Council fulfills its obligations as a 
board of directors establishing policy and avoids micro-management of the City Manager’s office; 
likely freeing professional management resources to focus on the city’s day-to-day operations.  Poll 
results indicate that 59% oppose eliminating the City Manager position. 

Thank you for you consideration.  Any portion of this Minority Report will be supplemented at your 
request.

__________________________ _______________________       _____________________ 
Art Slater (1-6)   Christopher Bortz     (1-6)  

__________________________ _______________________       _____________________ 
Marilyn Ormsbee (1-6)    


